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ABSTRACT 

The All-China Women's Federation is examined within the context of the origins 

and contemporary growth of the women's movement. It contends that the A C W F is a 

transitional organization that may be capable of advancing women's interests despite the 

on-going limitations of Party ideology, organization (vertical control structure), and the 

challenges of economic reforms. This thesis asserts that the Federation is a government 

organization that at times behaves like a quasi-NGO. The Federation's ability to act 

independently is an important issue when gauging its capacity to address women's 

interests. 

The conventional definition of independence is the freedom of control from 

another. For the purpose of this thesis, the Federation is considered to behave in an 

independent fashion when it reactively or proactively represents women's interests.1 

Furthermore, the presence of independence may also be indicated i f the A C W F is in a 

"mediating role between the bureaucracy and the general population" and attempts to 

expand the agenda of the Party. 

These are important qualifications to the concept of independence. Associations in 

China operate in a more politically constrained environment than their counterparts in 

liberal democracies. They must balance the constraints of the Party's central work, the 

mass line, and democratic centralism, as well as, the interests of women. Consequently, 

the expansion of women's freedoms may be more difficult to accomplish in non-liberal 

democracies. 

' The Federation's actions are seen in a continuum as it relates to independence. Reactive independence is 
defined as situations where the Federation acts within the constraints of existing laws and programs when 
pursuing the interests of women. Proactive independence is defined as situations where the Federation 
attempts to guide the Party's attention to issues areas that are not at the forefront of the CCP 's agenda. 
2 Lucían W. Pye, "Mass Participation in Communist China: Its Limitations and the Continuity of Culture," 
in John M . H . Lindbeck (ed.), China: Management of a Revolutionary Society. Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, pg.8. Mark Selden argues that mass associations such as the Federation are a means to 
include the "entire population in the political process" and the mass line can potentially create an 
opportunity to participate and to expand or possibly change Party policies. Mark Selden, TTie Yenan Way in  
Revolutionary China. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971, pg. 142. 
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INTRODUCTION 

T H E WOMEN'S M O V E M E N T AND T H E WOMEN'S FEDERATION 

The evolution of the women's movement in China has a long record of resistance 

and rebellion. From the secret societies during Imperial rule, the development of 

independent women's groups in the Republic period, and the present day All-China 

Women's Federation (ACWF) 1 in the Communist era, women in China have been 

actively advocating for expanded freedoms. The question of how women have mobilized 

to promote women's rights and "transform their lives" is the central theme of this thesis. 

This thesis examines the evolving women's movement in China with a focus on 

the creation and continued existence of the All-China Women's Federation. The 

Federation is one of the largest organizations in China that is dedicated to enhancing and 

preserving the rights of women. Its existence is significant. Contrary to the belief of 

Western feminists, the Chinese women's movement had strong grass-roots origins where 

independent women's groups advocated for change. These independent interest groups 

later joined to form a network of women's organizations led by the A C W F . 

To fully understand the contemporary situation of women in China, it is important 

to discuss the evolution of the women's movement, which is irrevocably connected to the 

A C W F . 2 In doing so, however, I seek not to discuss feminist philosophy, or the 

' The All-China Women's Federation was initially called the A l l China Democratic Women's Federation 
and changed its name to A C W F in 1957. The A C W F is often called Fulian which the Mandarin translation. 
2 Despite the advances made in improving women's status, the liberation of women is incomplete. See for 
example, Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women 1949-1980, Indiana: Indiana 
University Press, 1983; Phyllis Andors, "Social Revolution and Women's Emancipation: China During the 
Great Leap Forward, Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, vol. 7 (1975), pg. 22-40; Margery Wolf, 
Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China. California: Stanford University Press, 1985. 
Equally, there has been several studies on the ideological and economic constraints that may hinder the 
women's movement, for example, Tamara Jacka, Women's Work in Rural China: Change and Continuity 
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explanations and consequences for gender discrimination, rather it is my desire to survey 

the transitional nature of the women's movement and to emphasize the important role of 

the Federation. If the relationship has changed, how has it changed in spite of Party 

ideology and mass line organization theory? Since the market reforms of the 1980s, there 

has been the relaxation of state control over the individual. This has resulted in the 

proliferation of women's groups. The existence of women's groups, environmental 

organizations, and labour movements seems to indicate the Party's greater tolerance for 

collective organizations and possibly a continued future tolerance of citizen lead protests.3 

I believe that these non-Federation women's groups wil l encourage the A C W F to 

become a stronger advocate for women. Ultimately, the Federation may need to persuade 

the Party to expand their agenda to enhance the liberation and protection of women. As a 

result, the A C W F would be gaining greater independence from the Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP) and this may propel it into an organization reminiscent of past women's 

groups. A n intriguing question emerges, is the Federation attempting to regain its 

historical roots as a protest movement and building upon its past patterns of resistance? 

The All-China Democratic Women's Federation 

In Apri l 1949, six months before the proclamation of the People's Republic of 

China, the All-China Democratic Women's Federation was founded during a Peking 

congress of local representatives of all major women's associations. These leaders 

in an era of Reform, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997; Ellen Judd, Gender and Power in Rural  
North China. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994; Julia Kristeva, About Chinese Women. London: 
Marion Boyars, 1977; Kyung Ae Park, "Women and the Revolution in China: Sources of Constraints on 
Women's Liberation," Korea and World Affairs, vol. 14 no. 4 (1990), pg. 747-774. 
3 In the past two decades there is an increase in environmental and labour protests. The Party has tolerated 
tactics such as, work stoppages, petitions, public protests, unionization (labour groups), and letter writing 
campaigns (Gaoyang environmental protest group wrote to central and local authorities alleging misconduct 
in resettlement programs). Jun Jing, "Environmental Protests in Rural China," in Elizabeth J. Perry and 
Mark Selden (eds.), Chinese Society: Change. Conflict, and Resistance, London: Routledge, 1999. 
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organized a central, national body to oversee the rapid expansion of women's 

associations. The A C D W F became the new national women's organization for the 

Peasant Women's Association, Women's Association, 4 and the Young Women's 

Christian Association. The Peasant and Women's Association collectively began with a 

modest membership of 173,800 in 1938, increased to 2.5 million in 1943, and later to 20 

million members nationally in 1946.5 The leaders of the Communist Party recognized 

the potential power of the women's movement and swiftly included it into their agenda 

vis-à-vis a national organization under the supervision of the Party. It was clear to Mao 

Zedong that women were an underutilized resource. He singled out women as an 

oppressed group and committed his new government to improving the position of women. 

The 1949 Common Program stated that: 

The People's Republic of China shall abolish the feudal system, 
which holds women in bondage; women shall enjoy equal rights 
with men in political, economic, cultural, educational and social life. 
Freedom of marriage for men and women shall be put into effect. 
(Common Program Article 6). 

It is well documented that the Party's attention focused on women because of the 

value of the women's movement to the fulfillment of CCP ' s goals. "Women Hold Up 

Half the Sky," the "Full Emancipation of Women," the complete "Liberation of Women," 

to use memorable Party slogans illustrated their attempts to raise awareness and to re

define the role of women. The creation of the A C D W F consolidated the interests of the 

women's groups in China and focused their attention to present a "united front 

organization of democratic women of all social strata and professions."6 

4 Formerly known as the Women's National Salvation Association. 
5 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China. London: Routledge &Kegan Paul, 1978, pg. 220-221. 
6 Al l -China Democratic Women's Federation, "Resolutions on the Present Tasks of the Women's 
Movement of China," Documents of the Women's Movement, A C D W F . Beijing: A C D W F Press, 1949. 
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The formal priority of this national women's organization was to "co-ordinate and 

give direction to 'woman work' throughout the country."7 It was responsible to represent, 

articulate, and mobilize women. The Federation's initial mandate was limited to carrying 

out the Party's policies and ensuring the dissemination of all information concerning 

women. Of course, as the women's movement grew and the political atmosphere of the 

country changed, so did the function, utility, and the purpose of the Federation. 

The Women's Federation remains the most important national women's 

organization in China. The Party boasts that it is the largest women's group and non

governmental organization in the world. Presently, it has representatives in every village, 

township, and city. It is estimated that there are over 980,000 women's committees at the 

grass-roots level, approximately 60,000 women's committees above the township and 

neighbourhood levels, over 100,000 full time cadres at all levels,8 and an immense 

volunteer base of neighbourhood and local level delegates. Figure 1.1 on the next page, 

illustrates the hierarchical, vertical control structure of the Federation. In addition, it also 

reveals the grass-roots strength of the A C W F . There are more committees below the 

city/prefectural level than full-time cadres in the entire organization. At the national, 

provincial, and city levels of the Federation there are significantly fewer women's 

committees. This may indicate that at the local levels, Federation representatives are more 

active and possibly more aware of the needs of women. 

7 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 224. 
8 These numbers were obtained from a leading women's representative in the Tianjin, confirmed by a 
Beijing A C W F cadre. Naihua Zhang reported that in 1994 there were over 98,000 full time cadres. Naihua 
Zhang, The All-China Women's Federation. Chinese Women and the Women's Movement: 1949-1993. 
Michigan: Michigan State University (Ph.D Dissertation in Sociology), 1996. 
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Figure 1.1 O R G A N I Z A T I O N A N D M E M B E R S H I P OF T H E A C W F 

A l l China Women's 
Federation 

Women's Federation at 
Provincial/autonomous 
regional/municipal level 

Women's Federations at 
Prefectural/City Level 

100,000 
full-time 
cadres 

Women's 
Federations at 
county level 

Women's 
Federations at 
District Level 

Women's Federations at 
township level 

Village women's 
representatives' 
committees 

Group members 
of Women's 
Federations at 
provincial, 
autonomous 
regional, 
municipal level; 
and at 
Prefectural/city 
level 

60,000 
women's 
committees 

Women's 
Federation at 
neighborhood 
committee level 

Residential women's 
representatives' 
committees 

980,000 
women's 
committees 

Source: The All-China Women's Federation, "Organizational System of the A C W F , " Beijing: A C W F 
Press, 2000. 

The addition of the three arrows indicating the number of committees and cadres were not 
in the original chart. The solid lines between the different levels of the Federation indicate 
a hierarchical relationship. The dash lines between the group members of the Federation 
and the national, provincial, city and district levels indicate a non-hierarchical 
relationship. 
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It would appear that the Federation has considerable human resources to influence 

society.9 In particular, it is involved in promoting women's employment rights, academic 

research, and the education of Chinese youth. There are currently 28 cadre schools and 24 

vocational schools throughout the country. It actively publishes numerous books, articles, 

and cartoon leaflets every year on a variety of feminist topics. The Women's Federation 

continues to publish 45 women's serial newspapers and magazines and it is also involved 

in protecting women's roles in the economy. 1 0 Virtually every state run company and 

joint venture business has an individual or group of individuals that represent the interests 

of women. In some cases these representatives may be from the Women's Federation 

directly or employees who consult with the A C W F . Depending on the size and 

importance of the company, these representatives may hold an official title or position as 

a liaison with the A C W F . Not surprisingly, their powers are limited. Their duties may be 

restricted to attending board meetings and holding meetings with employees. Generally, 

their function is to ensure that the laws protecting women are followed, and to bring 

attention to employee grievances. 

The Federation also enjoys numerous affiliations with domestic and international 

research institutes, bilateral ties with international women and children's organizations, 

and feminist groups. The stature of the Women's Federation is best illustrated by its 

recent involvement in hosting the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women. It has the 

9 Neighbourhood delegates are those who work on behalf the A C W F , who do not earn a salary but may 
receive a small honorarium. There are no available statistics for the number of volunteer neighbourhood 
delegates. A senior A C W F cadre in Tianjin estimated that there were over 500,000 part time volunteers but 
remarked that she was unsure of the actual numbers. These volunteers are an integral component of the 
Federation; they carry out policy objectives, educate, and advise women on their rights. 
1 0 Two magazines have a circulation of over one million. Women and the U N Women's Feature, "1995 U N 
Women's Conference Preparations in China," Women's International Network (WIN), vol. 20-1 (Winter 
1994), pg. 8-9. 
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potential to be an extremely influential organization because of its grass-roots origins, ties 

with international associations, and its economic and educational endeavors. 

This thesis singles out the All-China Women's Federation as a significant aspect 

of the women's movement in China. There are two important explanations. First of all, 

the Federation has had a considerable impact on the implementation, publication, 

articulation, and the development of women's rights in China. It not only carries out 

policies created by the government but it also has the opportunity to interpret and 

implement state initiatives, programs, and laws created for the enhancement of gender 

equality. 

Secondly, despite the growing scholarship on the experiences of women in China, 

the Federation itself has received insufficient research attention. There is a large and 

rapidly expanding archive of informative articles and books regarding the status of 

women, the reform of the family, economic development and its effects on women, 

feminism and the changing definition of femininity and sexuality, and gender politics. 

However, there are few studies that specifically concentrate on the All-China Women's 

Federation. Many of the discussions of the A C W F are fragmented and most publications 

tend not to focus their attention on the Federation. At best, prominent China scholars such 

as Elisabeth Croll, Kay Ann Johnson, Lisa Rofel, and Christina Gilmartin who study 

Chinese women tend to only briefly mention the A C W F and comment on their activities. 

Naihua Zhang's 1996 doctoral dissertation, is the exception. She wrote an in-depth 

analysis of the A C W F and its organizational structure. 

The Study of the Federation 

The Women's Federation has garnered less attention for two reasons. There were 

significant barriers to completing research and field studies in China. Although foreign 
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experts were able to live and complete fieldwork in China their access to research 

materials was limited. It was not until the early 1980's that government restrictions were 

eased and scholars such as Croll and Gilmartin were given access to Chinese libraries and 

archival documents. Moreover, few scholars have had the opportunity to study the 

A C W F . According to Naihua Zhang, Federation cadres were highly suspicious of foreign 

academics. As a result, access to A C W F ' s library archives, permission to attend 

committee meetings, and even access to the membership and officials for interviews were 

limited. Furthermore, the Federation did not rigorously gather, interpret, and publish data 

regarding the status of women until the 1980s. These restrictive conditions hampered 

researchers who turned their attention to other issues. Therefore, it is not surprising that 

there are gaps of information within the scholarly literature. And thus, this can be a 

plausible explanation for the lack of attention the Federation has garnered. 

A second, more persuasive explanation for the lack of scholarly attention can be 

attributed to the actual influence of the Federation. There is disagreement over the 

function, utility, and even the importance of the A C W F . The opinions range from critics 

of a state sponsored feminist organization to defenders of the Federation. Those who view 

the A C W F in a more positive perspective are careful to acknowledge the close 

relationship it has with the Communist Party and its role in the implementation of official 

Party policies. In this respect, the A C W F is not a replica of Western feminist 

organizations. Yet, the A C W F embodies the principle goals and spirit of feminism, the 

advancement and protection of women's rights. Tani Barlow argues that the structural 
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subordination of the Federation works well within the political system. Furthermore, the 

Western model of feminism would not function in China. 1 1 

Extended readings, however, have revealed a consistent belief that the Federation 

is not a legitimate women's organization and the presence of an independent women's 

movement does not exist in China. 

There is virtually no women's liberation movement in the PRC, and no 
organizations exist to raise women's consciousness of inequality.. .the 
Women's Federation, despite its feminist-sounding title, is not an 
organization through which women struggle for equality, but through 
which they are mobilized by the Communist Party. 1 2 

For this reason, feminist scholars have largely ignored the A C W F . Researchers in 

women's studies, sociology, and political science tend to regard the A C W F as a typical 

example of a mass line organization. It has been depicted as an extension of the CCP 

with little or no independence. In essence, it is often considered the official mouthpiece 

of the government. Indeed, the agenda of the national branch of the A C W F has been 

largely determined by the Party. As a result of this perceived lack of power, the 

Federation is often considered an ineffective feminist organization that does not truly 

represent the interests of Chinese women. This perception of the A C W F combined with 

the belief that Chinese women are passive and thus highly unlikely to rebel or to initiate 

protest has negatively influenced the study of the women's movement in China. 

To the best of my knowledge, a study has not been done framing the women's 

movement within the social movement literature nor has there been sufficient research on 

the origins of the women's movement.13 There have been, however, a number of serious 

" Ravni Thakur, Rewriting Gender: Reading Contemporary Chinese Women. London: Zed Books, 1997, 
pg- 63. 
1 2 Steven W. Mosher, Broken Earth: The Rural Chinese. London: Macmillan Publishers, 1983, pg. 200. 
1 3 However, the Chief Statistician of the A C W F is currently writing a book about the development of 
A C W F . It was scheduled to be published in 1998 and as of 2000 the book has yet to be completed. In 
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attempts to highlight the role of female revolutionaries during Republican China. Most 

notably the work of Christina Gilmartin, in Engendering the Chinese Revolution: Radical 

Women, Communist Politics and Mass Movements in the 1920s, Ono Kazuko, in Chinese 

Women in a Century of Revolution 1850-1950, and the edited volume, Women in 

Republican China: A Sourcebook. These books along with journal articles wil l provide 

important information of the history of the women's movement including insight into the 

May Fourth Era, and to its relevance to the All-China Women's Federation. 

This gap in the scholarly literature has propelled this study on the Federation. It is 

the largest women's organization in the world but its purpose and very existence is 

obscure. It is not acceptable to ignore the Federation or proclaim it as non-important, 

thus not worthy of research, because it has a close connection to the government. It 

occupies a unique position; it is not a government department nor is it a group of 

concerned citizens organizing for protest. Nevertheless, they have access to policy 

makers and the potential to act as an intermediary between the Party and women to 

possibly bring about positive changes and compromises. Surely, this merits further 

investigation of the Women's Federation. The changes in the direction, purpose, and the 

increasing relevance of the Federation to women in China has led me to conclude that it 

cannot be mistaken as merely a monolithic mass line organization. 

Sources 

The information that this project relies upon comes from primary and secondary 

sources. In the exploration of grass-roots women's organizations, the development of the 

women's movement, and the history of the Women's Federation, I have relied on 

addition, there are a few dissertations that focus on women and the Women's Federation. Most notably, is 
Naihua Zhang's doctoral dissertation (footnote no.8). There is also a comprehensive study on feminist 



11 

secondary sources, the research findings of other scholars. I realize that this is a serious 

methodological handicap and that there wil l be issues regarding the biases and the errors 

of these researchers, notwithstanding my own errors. The monographs and statistical data 

that I have utilized have been chosen carefully and cross-referenced whenever possible. 

I have also utilized primary materials from translated speeches, policy initiatives, 

and information from the Foreign Broadcast Information Services. In addition, I have 

supplemented my research with information gathered during my trips to China in the 

May-June 1998 and September 1999 - August 2000. I was able to complete interviews 

with students on the campus of Nankai University, and personal Chinese friends.14 There 

was also an opportunity to visit the Tianjin Women's Federation, meet the Hoiping and 

Taishan's women's representatives, and the National branch of the Women's Federation 

in Beijing. I also had a rare opportunity to visit a joint venture company in Tianjin for 

several weeks and hold informal meetings with various levels of management.15 

Recognizing my own research constraints, I do not claim that the conclusions 

reached in this thesis are the definitive explanation of the women's movement in China or 

accurately predict what wil l happen in the future. I recognize that this project is limited 

due to the predominant focus on the national branch of the Women's Federation and its 

movement by Leslie Eugene Collins, The New Women: A Psychohistorical Study of the Chinese Feminist  
Movement from 1900 to the Present, Yale University Press (Ph.D Dissertation), 1976. 
1 4 These interviews were informal and impromtu. I completed approximately 20 interviews. I recognize 
that this is not a representative sample. However, I believe the information garnered gives important 
insights into the women's movement and public's perception of the Federation. In some cases, it reaffirms 
the conclusions that Elisabeth Croll and Christina Gilmartin reached in their investigations. 
1 5 It is important to note that these extended trips to China were not designated to complete thesis research 
but for language training. This was my first priority since my funding was designated for this purpose. 
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impact in urban centres. Despite the fact that I was able to conduct some limited research 

in rural China, I was unable to conduct in-depth research in rural China. 1 6 

Thus, my goal for this project is a modest one. This thesis wi l l argue that the 

A C W F is not a static organization but an evolving organization. It has been hampered by 

the constraints of mass line and democratic centralism but it is attempting to maneuver 

around these obstacles. Social movement theories help to explain the rise of women's 

activism but wil l be less helpful in the analysis of the contemporary women's movement 

and the attention wil l focus on state-society relations. The CCP no longer wields 

tyrannical control of every aspect of life and labour. This has directly impacted the 

A C W F . Through the discussion of social movement and state and society relations, my 

intention is to stimulate further exploration on women, and provoke discussion and 

debate. This thesis is a deliberate shift to draw attention to the Women's Federation. 

Research Focus 

This is primarily an analysis of the development of the Women's Federation. It 

wi l l examine the impact of the women's organizations prior to 1948, the creation of the 

A C W F , the impact of the Federation, and its present relationship with the Party and non-

Federation women's groups. This thesis wil l be organized in the following manner: 

Chapter 2 Literature Review: wi l l review some of the relevant 
theories and the scholarly literature for this thesis. It wi l l include a 
discussion of the status of women literature, socialism, mass association, 
and provide a survey of social movement theories. 

Chapter 3 Reform Period: this chapter wil l provide a historical 
backdrop for the eventual development of the A C W F . The principal period 
of interest is the grass-roots era of the 1890's - 1920's where the 
movement can be analyzed using social movement theories. 

1 6 A more detailed and complete analysis of small satellite/local chapters of the A C W F wil l need to be done 
by another researcher who can devote an extended period of time to living in rural China to complete 
interviews, observe the work of the local chapters, and examine archival documents. 



Chapter 4 Revolutionary Period: continues the discussion of the 
origins of the All-China Women's Federation. It wi l l focus on the co-
optation of the women's movement (1948-1966) into the CPP and the 
creation and disbandment of the A C W F during the Cultural Revolution 
(1966-1976). 

Chapter 5 Contemporary Reform Period: illustrates the evolving 
nature of the women's movement and the A C W F . It focuses on the reform 
era of 1980- Present. It wi l l address how the A C W F has changed, its 
future, explore its (potential) discretionary power and ultimately, i f the 
A C W F achieved any measure of independence. 

In the 1890's- 1920s there was limited Communist Party influence. The 

Communist Party and the Kuomintang Party (KMT) did not control the women's 

organizations and more often than not, co-operated with them. Of course, with the 

consolidation of the K M T ' s power in the late 1920's the situation changed and 

many leading feminists were persecuted and replaced. However, the period of 

1930-1948 was included in the era of reform because the independence ideals of 

the women's organizations were still present because the CCP played an 

important mitigating role in opposition to the K M T . Women's organizations were 

at the height of its independence and reflected the ideas of a true interest 

organization. They were dedicated to pursuing the interests of its membership. 

Social movement theory wil l give greater insight in the development of these 

pioneering feminist organizations and help to explain why they developed, 

measure their success, and perhaps explain its willingness to co-operate and later 

its co-optation into the government as a mass organization for the CCP. 

Chapter four is limited to the period of 1948-1966. During this time there 

was a significant change for the women's movement. It was institutionalized and 

transformed into a single organization, the All-China Democratic Women's 



Federation. This period is considered a revolutionary era because the focus 

became transforming society, and its self imposed restrictions on women. It was 

not a period of reform but one of revolution. This dramatic change for women's 

organizations was the result of the CCP's assimilation of mass line theory and 

transforming it into practise. 

From 1980 to the present there has again been a significant change in 

policy. In the past, the Party had used legislation to promote women's rights. 

However, this period is unique because of the increasing legal rights of women. 

With the advent of market reforms the state begun to limit its role in shaping and 

policing society. This retreat of the state from controlling all aspects of society 

has a created a new environment for social organizations, such as the A C W F . 

Clearly, the relationship between the Federation and the Party has changed. This 

last chapter wil l include analysis of state and society and wi l l conclude with 

hypotheses of the future of the Federation. This brief outline of the organization 

of this project should provide a good map to the discussion of the Chinese 

women's movement. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

There is an unmistakable value in framing this project within the existing body of 

scholarship. The literature view enhances the understanding of the research issue, 

familiarizes readers with the relevant theories, and it gives the project a contextual 

relationship in the existing body of research. There has been extensive research on 

Chinese women and their role in the revolutionary process, theoretical analyses, field 

studies on the substantive impact of government policies, and the more general question 

of "woman problems" (funu wenti). It was essential to narrow the literature discussion to 

three areas: the origins and the development of the study of Chinese women's liberation, 

socialist and mass association theories, and social movement theory. 

1. T H E STUDY OF T H E CHINESE WOMEN'S M O V E M E N T 

Intensive research on Chinese women began appearing on a variety of topics in 

the 1970s. There are numerous articulate and probing scholarly discussions on women. 

The monographs ranged from exploring the influence and actions of revolutionary 

women during the May Fourth Era, the effects of rural reforms and government policies, 

the use of laws to promote women's rights, the evaluation of the deficiencies of socialism 

and its relationship with feminism, gendered analyses of the CCP ' s ascension to power, 

and general topics of women's status. Some of the most influential scholars who laid the 

foundation for the study of women are from a variety of scholarly disciplines.1 

These scholars, primarily Western trained researchers, initiated the discussion of 

Chinese women and tended to write in an optimistic tenor in the early 1970s. Authors 



16 

such as Delia Davin, Ono Kazuko, and Marilyn Young depicted the dreary and dependent 

lives of Chinese women. 2 They revealed the injustices that women faced and the 

persistence of patriarchal values. And yet, the writings of these feminist authors conveyed 

a cautiously hopeful vision for the future of greater gender equality with the adoption of 

socialist philosophies. Delia Davin stated that: 

.. at least the basis for change had been laid. Cases of young women 
who set themselves against tradition... occurred more and more 
frequently.. .many might cling to the old ideas of women's 
subservience and dependence, but nowhere was it unchallenged.3 

However, this positive depiction of the CCP's role in the promotion of women's 

liberation changed in the 1980s. This occurred for several reasons. Firstly, the number of 

China watchers and research opportunities in mainland China increased. The opening up 

of China to scholarly exchanges, the possibilities of researchers to conduct field studies, 

access to archival data, and the works of local China scholars expanded the study of 

women. These changes along with the continued field studies of China specialists were 

the basis for a more critical examination of the progress of gender equality. It became 

clear that the commitment of the state to the development of women's rights was not as 

far reaching as anticipated and the impact of seemingly innovative laws such as the 1950 

Marriage Law and the Agrarian Reforms was limited. 

The pursuit of gender equality was not the primary objective of the CCP but rather 

their agenda of pragmatism and economic development superseded the goals for the 

' Extensive research studies have been completed by social scientists, feminist theorists, and literature 
specialists. 
2 For further information please refer to the following books: Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family and  
Peasant Revolution in China, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983; Ono Kazuko, Chinese Women  
In a Century of Revolution 1850-1950, Stanford: Stanford University Press (second edition, first published 
in 1978), 1989; Marilyn B. Young (ed.), Women in China: Studies in Social Change and Feminism. Ann 
Arbor: Centre for Chinese Studies, University of Michigan, 1973. For personal stories of the hardships of 
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liberation of women. To use Judith Stacey's memorable words, "greater access to and 

closer scrutiny of China led most feminists to reconsider earlier claims." 4 Not 

surprisingly, these authors have become more critical of the CCP and its policies 

regarding women. They question the foundation of women's liberation and how truly 

equal women were under the CCP rule. The actual progress of gender equality versus the 

rhetoric of gender equality became a more pressing issue for researchers because women 

would claim to have equality even when faced with clear examples of sexual inequality. 

In the past two decades, Sinologists are increasingly concerned with the re-

emergence of bride price, female infanticide/sex selective abortions, the kidnapping and 

the prostitution of women. The return of these practises is a concern to the C C P and to 

China researchers. Interestingly, there seems to be neither an overwhelmingly negative or 

positive opinion amongst the majority of China area specialists regarding the status of 

women. 5 Rather, there appears to be a more pragmatic approach to the study of women. 

There is the realization that the situation of women in China is not only extremely 

complicated but it also cannot be simply classified as progressive or backward. Thus, a 

more balanced reporting of the situation has emerged, and the realization that in some 

categories such as literacy and health care, enormous gains have been achieved and in 

other areas such as political representation, the progress has been less remarkable. So, 

women: Maria Jaschok and Suzanne Miers (eds.), Women and Chinese Patriarchy, London: Zed Books, 
1994. 

3 Delia Davin, Women in the Liberated Areas, pg. 86. 
4 Judith Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China, Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1983 pg. 2-3. 

5 Some of these researchers include: Elisabeth Croll , Gail Hershatter, Christina Gilmartin, and Emily Honig. 
Elisabeth Croll , recently wrote an interesting book on the obstacles of being born female in China. It 
included an in-depth discussion on female infanticide, daughter discrimination, birth order, and the one 
child policy. Unlike previous studies on China's strict birthing policies, it was not overwhelmingly 
negative tirade on the morality of state control over reproduction. Elisabeth Croll , Endangered Daughters  
Discrimination and Development in Asia, London: Routledge, 2000. However, the media and feminists in 
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what do these studies reveal about the women's movement and the impact of the A l l -

China Women's Federation? 

Women and Revolution 

The role of women in the revolution has often been considered the pivotal 

moment where the modern Chinese woman emerged. Revolution was considered an 

important means to promote change in society, especially for the status of women. 

Women's involvement in the anti-Japanese occupation and their participation in the 

CCP ' s revolutionary efforts gained notoriety for women as a group and spawned interest 

in the ideas of gender equality. Many studies focused on what factors contributed to the 

development of female centred interest groups. These studies ranged from Li-Chun Lin's 

discussion of the development of the modern Chinese women's movement as an 

outgrowth of missionary work, to Stranahan's study of the May Fourth grass-roots 

women's organizations that advocated that the feminist movement owed its strength to 

the Communist Party's policies.6 Other scholars such as Christina Gilmartin focused on 

the correlation between the achievements of the women's movement and their 

participation with politics. 7 In fact, she found that the strength and the achievements of 

the women's movement were directly proportional to the strength of political effort. In 

her study of the National Revolution (1924-1927), she found that it more effectively 

mobilized women and addressed issues of women's subordination and gender relations.8 

developed countries tend to depict the Chinese government in a more negative light; forcing women to 
undergo sterilization procedures and coercing women to have abortions. 

Li-Chun Lin , The Discursive Formation of the New Chinese Women 1860-1930. Michigan: U M I 
Dissertation Services (Ph.D. Dissertation), 1998; Patricia Stranahan, Yan'an Women and the Communist  
Party, Berkeley: Institute of East Asian Studies, 1983. 
7 Christina Gilmartin, "Gender, Political Culture, and Women's Mobilization," in Christina Gilmartin, Gail 
Hershatter, Lisa Rofel, and Tyrene White (eds.), Engendering China: Women, Culture, and the State. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994, pg. 195-225. 
8 Ibid, pg. 196. 
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Many monographs provide interesting, detailed accounts of the work of individual 

women. Some of these published works described women who were activists during the 

revolutionary periods of the 1920s and 1930s.9 There were also numerous, personal 

stories of discrimination, and writings of feminists during the Republic period and their 

opinions on the best means through which the emancipation of women could be 

achieved. 1 0 These studies were significant because they gave important insight into the 

situation of women, their thoughts on gender equality, and the sacrifices they were 

willing to make for the benefit of future generations. These activists led the women's 

movement and the agenda of the small women's associations were profoundly affected. 

These activists were able to mobilize women and spread information about their ideas and 

garnered support for change for women for nationwide change. Simultaneously, the 

changes in the status of women during revolutionary times raised questions about the 

lives of Chinese women and created interest in exploring different aspects of women's 

lives such as changes in marriage patterns, family life, status, sexuality and promiscuity.1 1 

9 Stephen Chan, "The Language of Despair: Ideological Representation of the 'New Woman' by May 
Fourth Writers." in Tani Barlow (ed.), Gender Politics in Modern China: Writing and Feminism. Durham: 
Duke University Press, 1993 pg. 13-32; Charlotte Beahan, The Women's Movement and Nationalism in  
Late Ch' ing China. New York: Columbia University, 1976; Christina Gilmartin, Engendering the Chinese  
Revolution: Radical Women, Communist Politics and Mass Movements in the 1920s. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1995; Roxane Witke, Transformation of Attitudes Towards Women During  
the May Fourth Era of Modern China, Berkeley: University of California (Ph.D Dissertation), 1970. 
1 0 Gates H i l l . "The Commoditization of Chinese Women," Signs, vol. 14 no. 4 (1989), pg. 799-832; Maria 
Jaschok and Suzanne Miers, Women and Chinese Patriarchy: Submission, Servitude, and Escape, London: 
Zed Books, 1994; Lisa Rofel, Other Modernities: Gendered Yearnings in China After Socialism, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999; Wang Zheng, Women in the Chinese Enlightenment: Oral and  
Textual Histories, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999. 
" Claudie Broyelle, Women's Liberation in China, New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1977; Elisabeth Croll , 
The Politics of Marriage in Contemporary China, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981; Elisabeth 
Croll , From Heaven to Earth: Images and Experiences of Development in China, London: Routledge, 
1994; Elisabeth Croll , "Social Production and Female Status: Women in China," Race and Class, vol. 18 
(1976), 39-51;Gail Hershatter, "Making a Friend: Changing Patterns of Courtship in Urban China," Pacific  
Affairs, vol. 57 no. 2 (1984), pg. 237-251; Gail Hershatter, "Modernizing Sex, Sexing Modernity: 
Prostitution in early Twentieth-Century Shanghai," in Gilmartin, Gail , Rofel, and White (eds.), Engendering  
China: Women, Culture, and the State, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994, pg. 147-175; Diane 
Lakein, "Rendering the Party-state Visible Love and Divorce in the People's Republic of China," Michigan  
Feminist Studies, no. 8 (1993), pg. 1-20; Stanley Rosen, "Chinese Women in the 1990s: Images and Roles 
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The A C W F has also published numerous articles in Federation magazines and news 

papers such as, Women of China (Zhongguo Funu), China Women's News (Zhongguo 

Funu Bao), Women (Funu), and Woman Work (Funu Gongzuo) (etc.).12 

The participation of women and women's organizations in the Chinese revolution 

also inaugurated a new field of research, the liberation of women. There were also studies 

comparing the lives of women during various historical time periods and their power or 

lack of it depending on their household position and contrasting traditional women's lives 

with those of modern women in the Mao and post-Mao period. 1 3 Questions of the 

specific inequalities women faced and how to address these problems under the socialist 

regime was a significant sub-topic of Chinese feminist studies. Authors such as Claudia 

Broyelle came to the conclusion that incorporating women's labour in production would 

facilitate equality. Margery Wolf and Judith Stacey, while not disagreeing with the 

premise that revolution could usher in a significant change in gender relations, found that 

the issue of gender equality was not at the forefront of the CCP ' s agenda and the feminist 

revolution at best was incomplete.1 4 The CCP's new approach to women's liberation did 

not solely rely on revolution. It also introduced the use of laws to promote and protect 

in Contention," in Maurice Brosseau and Lo Chi K i n (eds.), China Review. Hong Kong: The Chinese 
University, 1994; Bobby Siu, Women of China: Imperialism and Women's Resistance 1900-1949. London: 
Zed Books, 1981; Tyrene White, "The Origins of China's Birth Planning Policy," in Gilmartin, Hershatter, 
Rofel, and White (eds.), Engendering China: Women. Culture, and the State, Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1994, pg. 250-278; Naitao Wu, Mother, Wife, Daughter: A Discussion of Marriage and  
Family, Beijing: China Intercontinental Press, 1995. 
1 2 Numerous articles and publications in English language periodicals such as the Beijing Review and 
Women in China have also discussed a variety of women's issues. The A C W F has published the following 
books (in English): The Impact of Economic Development on Rural Women in China, Tokyo: United 
Nations University, 1993; A Review of the Social Status of Women in China, Beijing: New World Press, 
1995. 
1 3 Elisabeth Croll , Chinese Women Since Mao, London: Zed Books, 1983; Yuan Hui (ed.), At the  
Beginning of the 20 t h Century, Beijing: Beijing Press, 1995; Woei Lien Chong, "The Position of Women in 
China," China Information, vol. X no. 1 (1995), pg. 51-59; Patricia Ebrey, The Inner Quarters: Marriage  
and the Lives of Women in the Sung Period. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993; Ono Kazuko, 
Chinese Women in a Century of Revolution 1850-1950, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1989. 
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women's rights (nuquan). The trend to legalism, enshrining the rights of women in 

legislation, spurred a new era of feminist research and raised questions regarding 

feminism because it is traditionally a tool of liberal feminists.15 

Women Problems (funu wenti): The Liberation of Women 

The literature can be broadly classified into the categories of the government 

policy and women's rights (nuquan). The policies of the Chinese Communist Party are 

important to discuss because it gives a base line from which to understand the current 

policies for the promoting the status of women. It is also essential in the analysis of the 

Women's Federation. The A C W F in concert with other mass organizations such as trade 

unions were often directly involved with the implementation of government-sponsored 

reforms and played integral roles in the education and mobilization of their constituents. 

Many of these programs were developed to promote the more important goals of 

the political economy and the emancipation of women was a subordinate consideration. 

Rural reforms, for example, were a high priority for the Party because it was an 

instrument to appease and maintain their support in the countryside. Nevertheless, these 

policies were a source of great interest for Sinologists. Considering that the majority of 

Chinese women live in rural areas, the potential impact of agricultural reforms could be 

extremely significant. These agrarian reforms were one of the first widely implemented 

economic policies that the C C P enacted that directly affected women. The impact of 

1 4 Judith Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China. Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1983; Margery Wolf, Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China, pg. 260-273. 
1 5 Cheryl Brown, "The Rights and Interests of Women in the People's Republic of China: Implementation 
of a New Law," Journal of Development Studies, vol. X (1994), 116-123; Rebecca Cook, "Enforcing 
Women's Rights Through Law," Gender and Development, vol. 3 no. 2 (1995), pg. 8-15; Ann Jordan, 
"Women's Rights in the People's Republic of China: Patriarchal Wine Poured From a Socialist Bottle," 
Journal of Chinese Law, vol. 8 (1994), pg. 47-104; Ono Kazuko, Chinese Women in a Century of  
Revolution 1850-1950, pg. 176-186; "Notes on Chinese Law: Standing Committee Passes Two Criminal 
Law Amendments," Hong Kong Law Journal, vol. 22 no. 1 (1992), pg. 68-83; Denise Verschurn-Basse, 
Chinese Women Speak, Westport: Praeger Publishers, 1996. 
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government sponsored reforms such as agricultural reforms, programs to enhance the 

economy and political consciousness, and the trend towards legalism as means to 

encourage gender equality has been the focus of several studies. 

Government Policies: Rural Reforms 

Elisabeth Croll, Delia Davin, Kay Ann Johnson, and Ruth Taplin studied issues 

such as women's labour and production, the commune system, and the failure of land 

reform to protect the rights of women to inherit and own land. 1 6 Although these studies 

did not concentrate on the A C W F , they provide some insight into its roles and functions. 

There were several brief references regarding the Federation in these pioneering studies. 

Davin wrote that the Federation's national and local branches operated with very different 

constraints. At the national level, her studies revealed an organization that was 

bureaucratic and dominated by the Party agenda. The grass-roots branches, on the other 

hand, were able to act as "a pressure group for women." 1 7 Davin reported that local 

A C W F were able to increase female workers in non-traditional occupations such as 

tractor hands and veterinary personnel.1 8 Johnson disagreed with Davin's characterization 

of the independence of the local branches and furthermore, suggested that the Party was 

wary of local A C W F chapters "going too far" in terms of promoting women centred 

issues without proper authority from the CCP or to the detriment of other state 

1 6 Elisabeth Croll , The Women's Movement in China: Selected Readings. 1949-1973, (Anglo-Chinese 
Educational Institute, Modern China Series no. 6) Nottingham: Russell Press Limited, 1974; Elisabeth 
Croll , Feminism and Socialism; Delia Davin, Woman-Work, Oxford: Clarendon, 1976; Kay Ann Johnson, 
Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983; Ruth 
Taplin, Economic Development and the Role of Women, Great Britain: Gower Publishing Company, 
1989. 
1 7 Delia Davin, Women-Work: Women and the Party in Revolutionary China, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1976, pg. 68. 
1 8 Ibid, pg. 68. 
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initiatives. 1 9 In addition, Johnson found that A C W F in rural areas tended to focus on 

"women-work" and issues of production and women's participation in agriculture. 

These references to the Federation indicate that as an official representative of 

women's interests, it maintained a presence in most rural areas. In addition, the A C W F 

played a role in the implementation of agrarian reforms. The local branches of the 

Federation were used to mobilize women to support government policies, and sometimes 

they acted as intermediaries in domestic disputes and productivity issues. The new 

agricultural system mobilized the productive capabilities of women but most researchers 

considered the emancipation of rural women as incomplete.21 The results of the agrarian 

reforms of the 1950s-1960s were seen in a mixed light. 

Interest in rural reforms did not abate, especially with the introduction of new 

policies in early 1980s. Issues of rural socialization, the return to the responsibility 

system, the re-emergence of private marketing and the commodity market, and the growth 

of private and public agricultural industry have become new areas of scholarly interest.22 

While the impact of these reforms is still unclear, there is convincing evidence that it has 

increased land productivity and increased rural household incomes. Nevertheless, Ellen 

Judd argues that these reforms did not substantially benefit women. The reform program 

1 9 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 140-141. 
2 0 Ibid, pg. 158. 
2 1 Delia Davin, Women-Work: Women and the Party in Revolutionary China, pg.152-153. 
2 2 Claude Auber, "The Agricultural Crisis in China at the end of the 1980s," in J. Delman, and C.S. 
Ostergaard (eds.), Remaking Peasant China: Problems of Rural Development and Institutions at the Start of  
the 1990s, Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1990; Elisabeth Croll , "New Peasant Family Forms in Rural 
China," Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 14 n. 4 (1987), pg. 469-499; Elisabeth Croll , "Some Implications of 
the Rural Economic Reforms for the Chinese Peasant Household," in Ashwani Saith, The Re-emergence of  
the Chinese Peasantry: Aspects of Rural Decollectivization, London: Croom Helm, pg. 105-136; James 
Ethridge, China's Unfinished Revolution: Problems and Prospects Since Mao, San Francisco: China 
Books and Periodicals Incorporated, 1990; Ellen Judd, Gender and Power in Rural North China; Deniz 
Kandiyoti, "Women and Rural Development Policies: The Changing Agenda," Development and Change, 
vol. 21 no. 1 (1990), pg. 5-22; Heather Xiaoquan Zhang, "Understanding Changes in Women's Status in the 
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was gender neutral in terms of its presentation and application. For this reason she 

believes that women status wil l not improve i f the state continues to disregard the special 

roles of women in rural industry, commodity production, and rural life. 

Judd's field study also shows that gender equality in the economic sphere has 

garnered greater concern amongst cadres in the Women's Federation. However, she does 

not dispute the overwhelming evidence that economic reform and the goals of 

development have been the top priority of the CCP. The studies on more recent rural 

reforms reveal an interesting situation. The Federation is forced to juggle their role as a 

mobilizer of public support while also acting as a mediator for women. Sometimes these 

reforms are detrimental to the fundamental goals of the A C W F , the liberation of women. 

The Federation, however, seems to be carving out a niche for itself, and directing its 

attention to broader social interests. But the Federation's campaigns for revealing 

discrimination and addressing the concerns of women are uneven at best.23 

Government Policies: The Great Leap Forward (1958-1960) and the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-1976) 

The CCP ' s initiatives to accelerate economic growth and raise political 

consciousness have also been studied. Of particular interest are the Great Leap Forward 

(GLF) and the Cultural Revolution (CR) . 2 4 There was a return to the Yenan approach to 

family reforms and gender equality after the 1953 Marriage Law Campaigns. This 

approach suggested that gender equality could not be legislated and family reforms could 

Context of the Recent Rural Reforms," in Mihua Zhao and Jackie West (eds.), Women of China: Economic  
and Social Transformation, Great Britain: MacMil lan Press, 1999, pg. 45-68. 
2 3 Ellen Judd, Gender and Power in Rural North China, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994, pg. 114. 
2 4 Phyllis Andors, "The 'Four Modernizations' and Chinese Policy on Women," Bulletin of Concerned  
Asian Scholars, vol. 13 no. 2 (1981). pg. 44-56; Phyllis Andors. Social Revolution and Women's  
Emancipation : China During the Great Leap Forward, pg. 22-40; Vibeke Hemmel and Pia Sindbjerg, 
Women in Rural China: Policy Towards Women Before and After the Cultural Revolution, London: 
Curzon Press, 1984. 
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not be achieved through political intervention.25 Consequently, the liberation of women 

could only be achieved though the participation of women in production. This would 

decrease the importance of the "family's role as the economic unit of production" and 

stimulate family reform and greater gender equality.2 6 The Yenan ideas influenced the 

G L F and Party linked the ideas of the liberation of women with economic progress. The 

focus of the Federation turned to increasing women's economic participation outside the 

home. During the Great Leap, women played a critical role in the economic goals of the 

country. However, the participation of women in the economy was uneven. In the rural 

areas, women were mobilized by the rural branches of the A C W F who had extensive 

experience and institutional, administrative networks of support, a legacy from the 

mobilization efforts of the 1950 Marriage Law and the Agrarian Reforms of 1952. 2 7 

Conversely, the urban branches of the A C W F did not play a significant role in stimulating 

the participation of urban women. The intent of the G L F was not to liberate women. The 

Party cleverly co-opted the labour of women for economic benefits and cloaked it with 

the slogans of the liberation of women. 

During the Cultural Revolution, the A C W F was disbanded, like many other mass 

organizations because its existence was deemed unnecessary for class struggle. The 

experience of the CR revealed the fundamental weakness of the Federation, that it 

T O 

"existed only at the pleasure" of the CCP. Vibeke Hemmel and Pia Sindbjerg 

determined that the state's commitment toward addressing the "materially based cause of 

Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 157. 
Ibid. pg. 157. 
Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women 1949-1980. pg. 104. 
Judith Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China, pg. 228. 



26 

women's suppression" was weak. 2 y They discovered that despite minor changes in 

policy, the state's approach remained the same and women in rural China continued to 

languish in inequality. In fact, they considered the Women's Federation as another 

example of the continued ineffectiveness of government policy. 

The success of the state policy in promoting the liberation of women has been 

meager. Phyllis Andors and Judith Stacey concluded that the Women's Federation's 

effectiveness was limited during the Cultural Revolution and the Great Leap Forward. 

Their findings were consistent with Hemmel and Sindbjerg. However, Andors noted that 

the Federation in rural areas played a more effective arbitrator between women and the 

government and it was capable of implementing government policies. Clearly, the 

influence of the rural and urban chapters of the Federation was not uniform. Economic 

and political policies did not singularly liberate women. Nevertheless, there is a danger of 

oversimplifying the role of government policies in its effect on women's liberation, 

especially considering their use of laws and constitutional guarantees of women's rights. 

The Entrenchment of Women's Rights into a Legal Framework 

Consequently, the increasing use of legalistic means to combat the persistence of 

feudal practices and the presence of patriarchy has also been a source of great interest.31 

The use of laws to protect women and to stimulate a change in gender discrimination 

" Vibeke Hemmel and Pia Sindbjerg, Women in Rural China: Policy towards Women and Before and  
After the Cultural Revolution, pg. 123. 
3 0 The Federation was successful in implementing policies such as increasing women's participation in 
production. Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women 1949-1980, pg. 104. 
3 1 Citations for the increasing number of laws for the protection of women's rights in footnote number 15 
and in the following publications: Information Office of the State Council of the People's Republic of 
China, "The Progress of Human Rights in China," Beijing Review, Special Issue (1996), pg. 4-29; 
Information Office of the State Council of the People's Republic of China, "The Situation of Chinese 
Women," Beijing Review, vol. 37 no. 23 (June 1994), pg. 9-23; Lois Naftulin, "The Legal status of Women 
in China," China Law Reporter, vol. 2 no. 1 (1982), pg. 57-60. For further information of patriarchy and 
Confucian thought, please refer to the following books: Rubie Watson and Patricia Ebrey (eds.), Marriage  
and Inequality in China, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991. 
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began with the 1950 Marriage Law. There is the unmistakable, underlying belief that by 

entrenching the rights of women it wi l l stimulate a new standard of social behaviour. 

And yet, this has been an interesting trend considering that the transparency and 

independence of the court system have been questioned. The C C P has shown a great 

concern to preserving the economic and social rights of its citizens as illustrated by 

legislations such as the Marriage Law, the Inheritance Law, the Labour Law, the Maternal 

and Infant Health Care Law, and the 1982 Constitution (Article 48 on the rights and 

interests). These laws enhanced scholarly interest in the status of women and the 

transformation of women's perspective on feminism and gender discrimination. 

Several laws have been enacted to entrench the social, economic and to a more 

limited extent, the political rights of women. They include laws such as, the 1950 

Marriage Law, the 1992 Women's Law and the Program for the Development of Chinese 

Women (1995-2000). The Party suggests that these laws are a clear indication of its 

commitment to the social rights of women. The use of legislation is of great interest to 

feminist scholars because it is contrary to the ideological views of socialism, primarily, 

that the class struggle would create a classless society free from all forms of inequality. 

From this premise, the use of laws is unnecessary. 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels supported the use of legislation to protect women 

in capitalist societies, not socialist societies. Karl Marx stated that "the passing of a law 

(which acts as) an all-powerful social barrier shall prevent the very workers from selling, 

by voluntary contract with capital, themselves and their families into slavery and death." 

Engels also wrote, "working women need special protective legislation against capitalist 

Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1, New York: Vintage Books, 1977, pg. 285. 
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exploitation."3 3 It is interesting that the CCP has chosen to continue to use laws to 

introduce and enforce (limited capacity) gender equality. The C C P does not openly 

acknowledge this contradiction and have used laws to introduce the ideas of gender 

equality to hasten a change in society's attitudes towards women. So why have they 

taken this legalist approach? If they were to wait until a completely classless society 

emerged, the process would take much longer which was not acceptable given their 

commitment to women. Undeniably, this is a persuasive argument, however, I would 

also add that laws were also created to obfuscate the Party's economic priorities that 

sometimes are incompatible with feminism. Therefore, they can point to these legislations 

as evidence that women's rights are priority, when in fact they may not be. 

The legal rights of Chinese women are more explicitly protected than their 

counterparts in developed countries. As a result, the A C W F should be influential and 

penetrating, given its role in policy implementation and its organizational position as an 

intermediary between the Party and the masses. A n overview of the laws that protect 

women are an important aspect to the evaluation of the progress of gender equality. 

The introduction of the 1950 Marriage Law was a major turning point for the 

development of gender equality. It prohibited the most restrictive practises that women 

faced. Specifically, the traditional arranged marriage system and the inability for women 

to inherit, to initiate divorce and remarry.3 4 Many ordinary citizens and even some CCP 

officials considered the Marriage Law an obtrusive invasion on family life. It was this 

tension and intimate involvement of government in the private lives of individuals that 

prompted the interest in the lives of Chinese women in the Twentieth Century. China 

3 3 Friedrich Engels, "Engels to Gertrude Guillaume-Schali (July 5, 1885)," Selected Correspondence. 
Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1965, pg. 386. 
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scholars examined the lives of women under traditional authority and compare that with 

the changes that the Marriage Law evoked. Discussions of family life, marriage and 

divorce, the potential rise of feminism in China, the evolving women's revolution and the 

overall status of women were the topics of many monographs and field studies. Elisabeth 

Croll and Margery Wolf wrote extensively on the impact of these legislations on women. 

The C C P hoped that the Marriage and Inheritance Laws and the agrarian reforms would 

be the basis for stimulating and continuing the feminist revolution. But according to 

numerous publications this revolution has been incomplete. 5 Perhaps, in recognition of 

the limitations of previous attempts to protect women, the C C P in the 1990s renewed its 

commitment to enhance the legal rights of women. The focus for the Party turned from 

class interests to the social and legal protection of women. 3 6 This "new legislative 

strategy for the rights and interests of women highlighted the mixed notions of protection 

and social control." 3 7 

The concentrated effort to entrench the rights of women began with the 1992 

Women's Law, the 1994 Maternal, Infant Healthcare Law, and the more recent 1995-2000 

Program for Development Directive. The Women's Law explicitly stipulated broad 

policy areas in which women should enjoy equality. This fifty-four-article law outlined 

the rights of women in politics, employment, education and culture, and curiously the 

rights of a woman as an individual. By targeting these areas, the CCP hoped that it would 

continue to eliminate some of the social disparities that women faced. 

3 4 For further information, please refer to the Articles 1 -27 of the 1950 Marriage Law. 
3 5 Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women 1949-1980; Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and  
Socialism in China; Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China; Margery 
Wolf, Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China. 
3 6 Ronald C. Keith, "Legislating Women's and Children's 'Rights and Interests' in the P R C , " China  
Quarterly, vol. 149 (March 1997), pg. 29. 
3 7 Ibid, pg. 42. 
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The Development Program targeted similar areas of concern as the Women's 

Law, area such as education and political rights were revisited and more comprehensively-

outlined. The Development Program also refocused attention to specific issues of legal 

protection for women. It also explicitly denounced the re-emergence of female infanticide 

and fetus sex selection. Generally, the Development Program outlined the government's 

responsibilities in terms of promoting women's rights. However, the overwhelming 

priority was to ensure women's participation in the economy. There is a underlying sense 

of pessimism that the Women's Law and the Development Program was created out of a 

sense of obligation and the need to promote the progress of Chinese women to the United 

Nations, especially considering that the 1995 Women's Conference was held in Beijing. 

Regardless of the motives for the entrenchment of women's legal rights, there is 

evidence that progress has been made towards greater gender equality and that these laws 

provide some degree of protection. Nonetheless, it has not transformed society into 

embracing the ideals of gender equality, moreover, there is a question of the enforcement 

and adherence to these laws. In addition, there have been reports that the rights outlined 

in the laws are not a priority for the government unless they have implications for the 

* 38 
more pressing economic reforms. In more recent studies similar conclusions of the 

• 39 
limited effectiveness of the Women's Law have also been reached. 

Shirin Rai, "Gender, Education, and Employment in Post Mao China," China Report, vol. 29 no. 1 (1993) 
Pg- 9-
3 9 Cheryl Brown, The Rights and Interests of Women in the People's Republic of China: Implementation of  
a New Law, pg. 122; Ann Jordon, Women's Rights in the People's Republic of China: Patriarchal Wine  
Poured From a Socialist Bottle, pg. 104. 
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How does this Contribute to the Understanding of the ACWF? 

The cumulative weight of these reforms to protect the rights of women and to 

stimulate societal acceptance of gender equality is a growing area of scholarly interest. 

The All-China Women's Federation is often mentioned as a significant actor in these 

programs. They are not the designers or instigators of the laws, although the Federation 

is consulted and has "always had some formal say in the drafting of new laws through 

their interactions with state agencies."40 Since its inception, the Federation has been 

involved with the publication and dissemination of the content of the new laws and 

responsible for generating broad public support for these initiatives. Yet, the A C W F is 

also finding itself in a position as a mediator. And in some cases, the Federation wi l l 

intervene on the woman's behalf. In fact, the Federation has established a legal office in 

Beijing that is dedicated to helping women understand and use the laws. Thus, the role 

and responsibilities of the A C W F are increasing. 

From the evaluation of the literature of the women's movement, the lives of 

Chinese women, the impact of government policy, and the use of laws to protect women, 

it is clear that most scholarly works did not focus their attention on the Women's 

Federation. At best, they discussed briefly the A C W F ' s relationship with the locals, its 

programs, and incidental meetings and interviews with the local chapters of the Women's 

Federation. Many of the pioneering works on women and the women's movement largely 

ignored the A C W F or relegated it to a minor status. It has only been in the last five years 

that scholarly interest in the Federation has been increasing. Partly, because the 

Federation is taking a more central role in promoting recent laws and women's programs 

and a more serious role in helping women to use these legal tools to their advantage. A 
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brief examination of socialism, mass line theory, and mass organizations is needed to 

more fully contextualize the development of the women's movement. 

2. SOCIALIST T H E O R Y and FEMINISM 

The A C W F was created and organized out of the principles of socialism and the 

belief in the innate usefulness of mass associations to the achievement of a classless 

society. There is an intrinsic link between socialist theory and feminism. Mao and his 

followers concluded that the women's movement was more than a means to improve the 

status of women, but could also "arouse an awareness of class interests and all forms of 

oppression."41 Feminism and the goals of the women's movement was evolving. In the 

beginning, Chinese feminists were concerned solely with the pursuit of women's rights, 

which later evolved to situating the interests of its members "within the wider 

revolutionary movement to alter the basic structures of society." 4 2 Feminism became an 

integral aspect of Chinese socialism, illustrated by the CCP ' s continual commitment to 

address gender equality issues. Clearly, the integration of feminism into socialist theory 

is an exercise of interdependence. Neither the aspirations of the C C P or the pursuit of 

gender equality for the women's movement could achieve their goals without each 

other.43 Despite this symbiotic-like relationship, the women's movement became 

subordinate to the greater goals of socialist revolution and class struggle. 

This is consistent with the current ongoing lack of autonomy for women's 

organizations and the "competing claims on the identity of women," where the best 

interests of the members are not always at the forefront of the agenda for the state or the 

feminist interest groups. The A C W F is a mass organization with the dual function of 

4 0 Ronald C. Keith, Legislating Women's and Children's 'Rights and Interests' in the PRC, pg. 35. 
4 1 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 3. 
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addressing the interests of its members while also following strict Party policy and the 

mass line. These dual demands have played an instrumental role in shaping the current 

status of women. 4 4 Sketching the theories of mass line and mass organizations is essential 

because these theories changed the women's movement from a group of small relatively 

independent associations to a monolithic mass organization. 

Mass Association Theory and Mass Organizations 

Early in its development, the C C P identified the ideological transformation of the 

population as an urgent necessity. It was essential to steer people towards embracing the 

new socialist ideology. Mao Zedong believed that in addition to economic development 

and revolutionary struggle, the consciousness of the people needed to be harnessed and 

thus, political education was necessary.45 Mass line is defined as the "theories and 

practises through which close relationships between the Party and the masses are 

achieved and the Party captures mass support for its programs."46 According to the 

speeches of L i u Shao-Chi, a prominent theorist in the 1950s, he described mass line in the 

following manner: 

the mass line of the Party, the line of intimately connecting the 
Party's leading cadres with the broad masses inside and outside the 
Party, the line that comes from and returns to the masses, the line 
that combines general appeal with individual guidance as a method 
of leadership.47 

Viewed from this perspective, mass line is a leadership technique where the interests of 

the Party and the public are communicated to each other. The above quote seems to 

4 2 Ibid, pg. 3. 
4 3 Ibid, pg.3. 
4 4 Ibid, pg. 3. 
4 5 Mao Zedong, "Speech at C P C National Conference on Propaganda Work." Selected Readings, pg. 481. 
4 6 Wil l iam Clark Prentiss, A Study of the Chinese Communist Mass Line Strategy, Virginia: University of 
Virginia Press ( M . A . thesis), 1955, pg. i i i . 
4 7 Shao-Chi L iu , On the Party, Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1951, pg. 49. 
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suggest that the basic precepts of the mass line are derived from the public and 

transmitted to the leaders, when in fact they are not. The mass line generally transforms 

socialist theory into practise. The Party decides the content and focus of the mass line. 

Mao believed that without the support of the masses, the Party would fall into the 

trap of appearing dictatorial and may even facilitate tailism (the desires of the masses not 

being met by the Party). 4 8 In Mao's earliest writings he supported the mobilization 4 9 of 

specific segments of the population to support the CCP ' s endeavors.50 Indeed, prior to 

1949, the C C P identified four major segments of the population they needed to mobilize 

in order to maintain the legitimacy of the Party. They have continued to focus their 

attentions towards women, youth, the poor peasantry, and urban proletariats (workers 

involved in labour organizations). To unite the efforts of the targeted population group, 

the C C P devised a technique to co-ordinate the interests of the masses and those of the 

Party. To accomplish this, the CCP relied, first upon mass line theory and later developed 

mass organizations to implement the ideas of the mass line. 

Mass line enthusiasts believe that the public can exert influence over program 

development and demand the state re-examine policies and inform the state of their needs 

and expose problems or areas of concern.5 1 Curiously, the Party encourages the people to 

send letters to newspapers, magazines, and radio stations. Many of these letters make 

various recommendations on how the state can improve their lives through 

4 8 Wil l iam Clark Prentiss, A Study of the Chinese Communist Mass Line Strategy, pg. 17. 
4 9 Mobilization is defined as the "process by which a group goes from being a passive collection of 
individuals to an active participant in public life." Charles Til ly, From Mobilization to Revolution, Menlo 
Park: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1978, pg. 69. 
5 0 For further clarification of Mao's thoughts on the importance of mobilizing the masses please refer to his 
"Report of the Chinganshan Front Committee to the Central Committee, 1928 and the Report on an 
Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan," February 27. 
5 1 Jae Ho Chung, Mass Line in the Chinese Cultural Revolution: Comparison with the Yenan Revolution, 
Rhode Island: Brown University ( M . A . thesis), 1985, pg. iv. 
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changes/additions to policies and sometimes they even criticize the government. Thus, in 

this spirit, there is the assumption that the state can fulfill their policy objectives without 

the use of coercion and the people can also help to define or redefine state initiatives to 

better meet the needs of the masses. In doing so, the leadership wi l l forge a strong tie 

with the masses. Subsequently, 'correct leadership' wil l emerge and the possibility of 

mass discontent and the removal of the C C P from leading the state wi l l diminish. 

In this regard, the mass line becomes a means by which the interests of the state 

and the public can be co-ordinated.52 Ultimately, it wi l l create consensus and more 

importantly, facilitate maximizing the effectiveness of policies. 5 3 If the mass line is 

correctly utilized it wi l l inspire mass enthusiasm for the proposed program. 5 4 Through 

the use of media propaganda such as radio transmissions, newspapers and news boards, 

parades, cartoons, songs, and mass organizations all of these resources wi l l be used 

promote positive public responses to Party programs. In this context, the mass line would 

appear to be a directive that has its origins from the highest levels of government and so it 

is a top down initiative. 

Not surprisingly, there is a small pocket of China watchers who consider the 

mass line as a means by which the state can measure and solicit public support. Liqun 

Yan and Robert Kahan have made the radical assertion that the mass line is simply a new 

form of polling public opinion. 5 5 They suggested that the mass line is closely related to 

the practise of soliciting public opinion in developed countries. They point to the Party's 

attempts to solicit recommendations for policy improvements from the public and their 

5 2 Ibid, pg. iv. 
5 3 Ibid, pg. iv. 
5 4 Ibid, pg. iv. 
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occasional implementation of the public's demands as evidence that the mass line is more 

than a propaganda tool. In light of the state's interest in sustaining the public's 

participation and support of the mass line, it gives mass line tactics the appearance of 

having a democratic quality especially to the politically naïve masses.56 Moreover, it 

creates the illusion that the development of mass line ideas and the subsequent programs 

were conceived by the masses. Thus, program development would seem to evolve from 

the bottom rather than a dictatorial top-down initiative. 

In reality, the mass line cleverly cloaks the influence of the Party. The C C P has 

linked the function of the mass line as an investigative tool to determining the needs of 

the people and also as a regulatory mechanism for the Party. The party line gives cadres a 

framework in their supervisory duties of the masses, and the mass line shapes and 

determines the party line. Surreptitiously, this linkage where the party line is born from 

the mass line suggests that the leaders are "speaking for the people," when they may not 

be. 5 7 It has created a "mystique of the Mass-Party identity" where consultation with the 

public, regarding new policies is not necessary because the Party already speaks for the 

co 

people. This has led to the assertion that the CCP ' s rule is limited by the masses. 

John W. Lewis, an expert in mass association theory, refutes the idea that party 

line is defined by the mass line. In fact, he cites clear evidence that the party line is 

determined by leading cadres whose power is not greatly limited by the masses. Likewise, 

the mass line is also a tool used by the Party to give it mass appeal and the mass line is 

rarely determined solely by the people's requests. The simple fact that the Party must use 

5 5 Liqun Yan and Robert Kahan, Mass Line: The Living Soul of Mao Zedong Thought as the Foundation  
of China's Internal Media Policy. Minneapolis, Minnesota: International Communication Division A E J M C 
Annual Convention, August 1990, pg. 16-17. 
5 6 Wil l iam Clark Prentiss, A Study of the Chinese Communist Mass Line Strategy, pg. 29. 
5 7 John W. Lewis, Leadership in Communist China, Ithaca: Cornell University, 1963, pg. 87. 
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propaganda "to transform the views of the masses,"59 and to "articulate and redefine the 

interests of the masses,"60 illustrate the fact that the mass line is not born out of the 

people's consciousness but out of the Party's agenda. Consequently, the inability of the 

masses to consistently affect state policy and the use of the mass line to shape the 

interests of the people indicates that it is a top-down initiative. 

In addition, the statements of policy makers also illustrate the top-down 

organizational structure of the mass line. The actual control of the Party is in the hands of 

a few elite CCP members. Uniformly, the CCP had continually reiterated in speeches and 

in the Constitution the importance of the support of the masses and the duties of all Party 

members to "serve the masses, strengthen the ties between the Party and the masses, 

understand and reflect speedily the needs of the masses and to explain the policies of the 

Party to the masses."61 The quotation from the 1945 Chinese Constitution reveals an 

important qualifier, the Party is the final judge of the content of the mass line. If it does 

not the demands of the people, then it is the responsibility of the state to re-educate the 

public. In this regard, the democratic nature of the mass line is questionable. Especially 

considering that they need to "explain the policies of the Party to the masses?" If the mass 

line were truly representative of the people's demands then the explanation for the mass 

line policies would not be necessary, it would be readily apparent to all. 

5 8 Ibid, pg. 87. 
5 9 "Resolution of the Central Committee of the CCP on the Method of Leadership," (June 1, 1943) 
translated by Boyd Compton, Mao's China Party Reform Documents 1942-1944, Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1952, pg. 179. 
6 0 Jae Ho Chung, Mass Line in the Chinese Cultural Revolution: Comparison with the Yenan Revolution, 
pg. 3. 
6 1 "Constitution of the C C P , " June 11, 1945 translated by Conrad Brant, Benjamin Schwartz and John K . 
Fairbanks, A Documentary History of Chinese Communism, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952, 
pg. 425. 
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There is no question that i f the state derived their policy out of the 

recommendations made by the public that the mass line would be considered a form of 

public opinion polling and more importantly, the public would have a substantial 

influence in the development and content of these programs. The evidence suggests that 

the Party does not consistently address the demands of the public in the mass line 

directives and may even implement programs that are opposed by the public, for example, 

the 1950 Marriage Law. The overwhelming, traditional use of the mass line has been to 

carry out the leader's vision of how to transform society into a superior socialist state. 

The network of mass organizations such as the All-China Women's Federation, 

the All-China Federation of Trade Unions, the All-China Student Federation, and the A l l -

China Association of Industry and Commerce to name a few, became a new means to 

mobilize people and focus their attention on mass line initiatives. These mass 

organizations became the "most dynamic aspect of the mass line strategy."62 Mass 

associations were the "organizational links between the bureaucratic agencies of the Party 

and government on the one hand, the masses and the people on the other."63 These 

agencies acted as formal mediator, although the power and even the existence of these 

mass organizations were a result of the Party. Consequently, mass organizations rarely 

acted without at least the tacit consent of the CCP. This raises questions regarding the 

impartiality of these agencies and more importantly, questions arise concerning their 

function and purpose. The danger of this close relationship is the inability for mass 

organizations to address the demands of its membership. 

John Lewis, Leadership in Communist China. Ithaca: Cornell University, 1963, pg. 87. 
Wil l iam Clark Prentiss, A Study of the Chinese Communist Mass Line Strategy, pg. 33. 
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The vast majority of these mass organizations operated and continue to operate 

with the heavy influence of the CCP. A positive aspect of these associations from the 

Party's perspective was that they could facilitate the monitoring and control of 

individuals. People who disagreed with Party policies and even those who were 

supportive of the government had local administrators and mass associations monitoring 

their actions.6 4 The penetration of mass organizations into the lives of the people was 

possible because they were able to mobilize almost the entire population into at least one 

association. Of course, the Party claimed that people's participation in mass 

organizations would enhance its abilities to determine mass interests and refine the mass 

line to better reflect the needs of citizens. The actual purpose of mass associations was to 

transmit basic policies and to suppress opposition. 

Mobilizing people as a means of social control required the Party to maintain 

control of mass organizations by organizing them in hierarchical pyramid structure and 

constraining their actions through the ideas of democratic centralism. This concept 

requires that the "membership of each body must be approved by the authority on the 

next higher level" and because Party members exclusively occupy these positions, the 

C C P remained in full control. 6 5 As further evidence of the influence of the CCP, mass 

organizations often implemented/supported unpopular programs such as the population 

policy and marriage reforms. If they were independent mediators, they should have 

modified policies to more adequately meet the interests of its membership. 

Mass associations are generally considered government organizations. Questions 

regarding the close relationship between mass associations and the state continue to be 

Ibid, pg. 33. 
Ibid, pg. 37. 
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raised. No doubt, the A C W F ' s agenda was and still is influenced by the CCP. Indeed, the 

earliest duties of the Federation was to promote mass line policies and mobilize women. 

This function continues today. The A C W F actively campaigns and promotes new laws 

and policies concerning women. But it may be capable of exerting some independence. 

The introduction of market reforms and the retreat of the state from society, where 

the state no longer exercises such complete and rigid control of individuals may indicate 

that these mass associations are gaining greater independence to act in the best interests of 

its membership. The final chapter of this thesis wil l discuss the evolving nature of the 

Federation and give examples where it has challenged and attempted to expand Party 

policies for the benefit of women. Perhaps it is more accurate to consider the A C W F as a 

governmental organization with non-governmental characteristics, or a quasi-NGO. 

The function of the Federation was to mobilize women in support of the regime, 

its policies, and to facilitate state intrusion into individual and family life. And yet, the 

organization of women signified a remarkable change, the emergence of a new social 

movement. There is resistance in considering the A C W F as an interest group, however, 

the women's movement in China has an origin that preceded the Federation. Hence, it can 

be argued that the women's movement was a legitimate social movement that was co-

opted by the government. The best means in which to evaluate the progress of the 

Chinese women's movement is by examining it within a social movement context. 

3. SOCIAL M O V E M E N T THEORY 

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, this literature review wil l include a 

discussion of some of the major social movement (SM) theories. After reviewing the 

historical and current development of the Women's Federation it has become apparent 

that the understanding of the women's movement would be greatly enhanced through the 
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application of social movement theory. Yes, the A C W F has an unusually close 

relationship with the Communist Party but does this connection have a negative impact 

on women? A new perspective on origins of Chinese feminism and feminist orientated 

organizations wil l be gained by applying S M theory to the women's movement.6 6 

Social movement theories focus on protestors and why interest groups develop. 

Members of social movements generally share a common goal to invoke change in 

specific, targeted, social institutions.67 They are likely to utilize non-institutional means 

of realizing their objectives. According to John Wilson, non-institutional actions are those 

that are not "widely accepted as binding in society." 6 8 Yet, social movements also utilize 

traditional means to achieve their objectives. But they are more "inclined to step outside 

of the traditional methods such as petitioning and organizing strikes and use 

unconventional methods to make themselves heard."6 9 A l l social movements have 

political implications, irregardless of whether or not their members have designs for 

political power. In essence, social movements are organizations seeking change, its 

membership united out of common interest and concern. Social movements, therefore, 

share ideological similarities to interest groups (closely related to the term non

governmental organizations).70 They are associations that have a commitment to change, 

organizing collective actions for common concerns, and the mobilization of popular 

6 6 These attributes of the Federation have been consistently overlooked. It is often depicted as an 
organization that endorses state policy out of obligation. 
6 7 The terms interest groups, social movements, and protest organizations are used interchangeably to 
denote associations that have common interests, public influence, engage in advocacy and the ability to act 
on its behalf. In essence they are non-state actors. 
6 8 John Wilson, "Introduction to Social Movements," New York: Basic Books Incorporated, 1973, pg. 9-
10. 

6 9 Rudolf Heberle, "Social Movements: Types and Functions of Social Movements," Encyclopedia of the  
Social Sciences, vol. 1-2 (1991) pg. 439. 
7 0 In The Oxford Companion to the Politics of the World, the definition of non-governmental organization 
references the fact that political scientists tend to consider NGOs as pressure groups (another term for 
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support. The existence of interest groups and social movements are considered essential 

to the modern liberal democracy. The term interest group is defined for this thesis as: 

A group united by common interests, which has sufficient identity to 
act on its own behalf (for example by electing officers and 
representatives, establishing common funds, associations and 
reports) engaging in active propaganda and which therefore has 
some influence either in public opinion or government71 

Social movement is a broader term than interest groups and thus, a social movement such 

as the women's movement may include many women's interest groups.7 2 However, for 

the purpose of this thesis, the term social movement and interest group are used 

interchangeably because the women's movement in China was dominated by a single 

organization. Clearly, this thesis utilizes an expanded definition of interest groups, social 

movements, and non-governmental organizations. The above definition of interest groups 

does not preclude the inclusion of the Federation as an 'interest group'. It has common 

funds, numerous associations, elects representatives (with some constraints), and 

extensive academic pursuits/publications. However, the concepts of interest groups, 

NGOs, and social movements are generally used exclusively in the analysis of 

organizations in liberal democratic political countries. 

Research on protest organizations is not the exclusive domain of political 

scientists. O f particular interest are sociologists such as Douglas McAdam and Charles 

Til ly who have examined the development of protest organizations from a 

interest group). Joel Krieger (ed.), The Oxford Companion to the Politics of the World. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press (Second Edition), 2001, pg. 599. 
7 1 Roger Scruton, Dictionary of Political Thought. London: MacMil lan Press, 1996 (Second Edition), pg. 
267. 
7 2 Vernon Bogdanor (ed.), The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political Science. Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishers, 1991, pg. 570. 
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sociological/political perspective." In general social movement theorists tend to examine 

the following six questions (to varying degrees): 

1) How do these organizations develop? Are there specific 
situations or social conditions that need to exist to facilitate the 
creation of protest organizations? 

2) Who participates in these organizations? 

3) What is the purpose of these protest organizations? 

4) How do these organizations define their interests? 

5) How do these organizations advance their interests? 
Through public rallies? The hiring of professional lobbyists? 
Using domestic or international courts? 

6) What conditions or elements need to exist for the continued 
existence of protest organizations? 

Development of Social Movements 

There are a variety of theories that attempt to explain the circumstances that 

encourages the development of protest organizations. One of the more general theories 

posits that these organizations are a natural outgrowth of the evolution of the human race. 

Consequently, human beings are metamorphosing into a more enlightened political 

animal. Political scientists such as Ronald Inglehart, theorize that in industrial societies 

there is a significant shift in values. People are moving away from materialist values such 

as "economic growth, military security, and domestic growth," 7 4 towards post-materialist 

values, which include goals such as "non-material quality of life issues such as 

environmentalism, and women's rights (etc.)."75 

7 3 Doug McAdam, "Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970." Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1982, pg. 2. 
7 4 Ronald Inglehart, "Value Change in Industrial Societies," American Political Science Review, vol. 81 
(1987), pg. 1297. 
7 5 Ibid,pg. 1297. 
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This theory suggests that people born after 1945 have new, non-material priorities 

that stem from economic security. This new phase of political consciousness, which 

Inglehart calls post-materialism, occurs because the post 1945 cohort have not 

experienced the economic scarcity of the Great Depression or the social upheaval of 

global strife.7 6 Consequently, there has been an ideological movement away from 

economic security concerns.7 7 This cohort is more likely to embrace "higher ordered" 

needs such as a concern for the environment, protecting the rights of minority groups, and 

support for feminist goals. 7 8 These higher ordered needs vary with each person but they 

are distinguishable from primary or basic needs by the fact that they emphasis quality of 

life issues.7 9 Therefore, in developing nations the post-materialist outlook should not be 

widespread because the basic needs of the majority of the population has not been met. 

As a result, a smaller proportion of the population would be active in non-economic 

security issues such as environmental protection and are more likely to be concerned with 

issues such as more equitable share in the economic opportunities.80 Clearly, 

Inglehart does not suggest that all people in industrialized nations have post-materialist values. Rather he 
suggests that there is an empirically measurable shift in people's values. Ingelhart's hypothesis has been 
challenged by a number of scholars including Scott Flanagan. For further clarification please read Scott C. 
Flanagan, "Value Change in Industrial Societies," American Political Science Review, vol. 81 (1987), pg. 
1303-1319. 

7 7 Ronald Inglehart, "The Nature of Value Change in Post Industrial Societies," in Leo Lindberg, (eds.), 
Politics and the Future of Industrial Society, New York: David M c K a y Company, 1976, pg. 58-59. 
7 8 Nei l Nevitte, Herman Bakvis, and Roger Gibbins, "The Ideological Contours of 'New Politics' in 
Canada: Policy, Mobilization and Partisan Support," Canadian Journal of Political Science, vol. 22 (1989), 
pg. 476. 

9 Russell Dalton and Manfred Kuechler (eds.), Challenging the Political Order: New Social and Political  
Movements In Western Democracies, New York: Oxford University Press, 1990, pg. 3 
8 0 Political analysts such as Russell Dalton and Manfred Kuechler using statistical data illustrate that 
protest groups have become more politicized in the last few decades. These groups are not only demanding 
fundamental structural and organizational changes to the political system but also are also bringing new 
issues and grievances to the attention of politicians vis-à-vis voting behaviour and lobbying. For further 
information please read the following book: Russell Dalton and Manfred Kuechler (eds.), Challenging the  
Political Order: New Social and Political Movements In Western Democracies, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1990. 
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participation in social insurgency groups is not limited to developed nations. Any social 

problem can manifest itself into a social movement. 

Social Ills and Protest Behaviour 

Inglehart's post-materialist theory seems to be a persuasive idea to account for the 

increasingly frequent emergence of insurgency groups in industrial nations. Yet, it does 

not adequately explain why people whose basic necessities of life are not met, sometimes 

organize into protest groups. In developing nations such as China, there have been strong 

mass movements for land reform to benefit poor peasants, urban workers, and support for 

the rights of women. But according to the post-materialist theory the emergence of such a 

social insurgency groups should not have occurred because the majority of the Chinese 

population do not have their most basic economic needs met. Clearly, the post-materialist 

theory does not adequately explain the development of these social movement in China. 

The following, more detailed social movement theories provide alternative explanations 

for the emergence of protest organizations. The application of these theories to the 

development of the women's movement in China is a new approach to the analysis of 

women's interest groups. 

The Classical Model 

There have been several theories that have been proposed to explain the 

emergence of protest organizations. The classical theory was one of the first 

comprehensive theories developed to explain the emergence of social movements. This 

theory suggested that there seemed to specific conditions that "make societies susceptible 

to outbreaks of social movements."81 There are measurable and foreseeable events or 

conditions that could lead to the eventual emergence of protest groups. It is based upon a 



46 

casual sequence. Essentially the classical theory suggests that there is a sequential 

progression to the development of social movements. The classical model stresses the 

importance of psychological explanations for social movements. Each of the different 

perspectives of the classical model is concerned with discontent at the individual level. It 

presumes that there is direct link between the "frustrations or grievances of actors and the 

82 * 

growth or decline of movement activity." The participant is the most important element 

in the development of social movements. Despite the uniqueness of human beings, there 

are common situations or phenomena where people wil l act in a manner that wil l 

encourage the development of protest groups. Thus, the development of the protest 

groups can be determined by three major stages. 

First there is an event or a set of events that causes individuals to feel discontent. 

Most classical model theories attribute protest behaviour to structural changes such as 

critical economic problems such as rampant inflation, increasing income disparities, or 

even momentous societal change such as industrialization.8 3 According to proponents of 

this theory, there is a direct correlation with participation in social movements and 

individual grievances. The degree of discontent can determine the degree of individual 

grievances with the system. These grievances cause some individuals to feel isolated, 

anxious, and even fearful of their role in society. Consequently, some individuals wil l 

experience a disruptive psychological state. In an effort to combat these feelings of 

"anomie," people look for structure and guidance, which may lead them to participate in 

social movements.84 

S l "Social Problems as Social Movements," pg. 39 
8 2 John D. McCarthy and Mayer N . Zald, "Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial 
theory," American Journal of Sociology, vol 82 no.4 (1977), pg. 1212. 
8 3 Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970, pg. 7-8. 
8 4 Ibid, pg. 13. 
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figure 2.1 The General Causal Sequence for Classical Model Theories 

Structural strain > Disruptive > social 

movement 

Psychological state 

Source: Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970. (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 7. 

The simplistic causal sequence outlined in figure 2.1 appeared to systematically answer 

the question of why interest groups develop. It explained the existence of the agrarian 

movements as well as the development of the new social movements such as women's 

associations in China. It's a clear and concise model that explains the purpose of social 

insurgency groups, as a means in which dissatisfied individuals could channel their 

frustrations and find structure and guidance in an uncertain world. It also had the benefit 

of an uncomplicated causal sequence, illustrated by figure one. It is a relatively 

straightforward to test statistically. 

On the surface it appeared that the classical model was correct in its hypothesis of 

why social movements developed and the reasons for participation. People who joined 

these interest groups often had some significant grievances in the system and sought 

refuge in the interest groups to change the status quo. Few people join interest 

organizations out of disinterest. Therefore, from a logical perspective it seemed that the 

classical model adequately explained the development of social movements in both 

developed and developing countries. 5 In the case of China, the classical model helps to 

8 5 Not surprising several versions of the classical theory emerged. Mass society, status inconsistency, 
collective behaviour, Davies' J-curve, and relative deprivation theory are all variations of the classical 
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explain the formation of women's associations in the 1890's -1920's and the emergence 

of women's groups in contemporary China. But it is a less persuasive theory in 

disbandment of these independent associations and the incorporation of the associations 

to the All-China Women's Federation. Other S M theories may be a more useful tool in 

for the contemporary study of the Chinese women's movement. 

Relative Deprivation Theory 

The relative deprivation theory is one of the many variations of the classical 

theory. The relative deprivation theory also utilizes a psychological perspective of human 

behaviour. It targets feelings of alienation, frustration, dissonance, anomie, and conflict 

as the main indicators of an individual's participation in protest groups. This 

psychological based theory focuses upon an individual's perception of deprivation. 

Although there are many definitions of deprivation, it is commonly defined as the 

"perceived discrepancies between a person's expectations and what they actually have." 

Consequently, when people "believe that they are entitled to more (in terms of goods and 

conditions)" resentment begins to develop and the individual wi l l rebel against the 

existing political organization to get a more equitable access to goods or conditions.8 7 

For example, these goods or conditions may be issues such as equitable access to 

educational institutions, opportunities in the political decision making process, economic 

model. These theories share the assumption that there is a causal relationship between structural strain and 
the development of a protest organization. The distinction between these theories is the structural strain(s) 
that each identifies as the causal factor in the creation of a social movement. Mass society theory, for 
example, asserts that social isolation is the proximate cause for people to create and seek out protest groups 
to alleviate feelings of alienation and anxiety that arise from social "atomization." Whereas, status 
inconsistency suggest that the structural strain of the "discrepancy between a person's ranking on status 
dimensions such as education" are significant factors that influence an individual's participation in protest 
groups. Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970, pg. 7-8. 
8 6 Ted Gurr, Why Men Rebel. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970. 
8 7 These goods may range from things such as access to education, employment opportunities. 
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parity (etc). These perceptions of inequality can be a genuine or a false observation. The 

most significant aspect is how the individuals actualize societal conditions. 

The possibility of a protest group developing is very high when individuals feel 

high levels of relative deprivation. When individuals begin to compare their 

circumstances with others, and i f they find themselves lacking, they wi l l seek to readdress 

the perceived inadequacies through protest movements. This becomes extremely 

dangerous i f the perceived inequalities affect a specific identifiable group. The more 

pervasive and intense the inequality, the greater possibility of violence. This theory may 

explain why some Chinese women organized into associations to combat gender 

inequalities. In the late 1800s, the ideas of foreigners and missionaries altered Chinese 

women's perceptions of their status. Traditions, such as foot binding took on a negative 

connotation and ideas of feminism and women's rights emerged. It is important to 

remember, that individuals feel different levels of anomie with changes in the society. 

Thus, it explains why not all women in China joined women's groups in the May Fourth 

Era or secret societies during the Taiping Rebellion. 

Resource Mobilization (RM) Theory 

Another major social movement theory is the resource mobilization model. The 

resource mobilization theory suggests that feelings of discontent are common in all 

societies. It acknowledges that shared grievances are essential elements to the 

development of social movements.88 However, unlike their classical model counterparts, 

resource mobilization theory focuses upon the political and economic aspects of social 

insurgency. The main idea of R M theory is that social movements are political processes 
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rather than psychological events. Financial and human resources are the essential 

elements to the creation and sustained existence of social movements. The term resources 

is loosely defined as goods and services that have a monetary value such as income and 

jobs but often also includes values and traits that cannot be monetarily quantifiable. 

According to McCarthy and Zald, resources can include assets such as "authority, moral 

commitment, trust, and friendship."8 9 

Proponents of this theory believe that without a sufficient quantity of resources, 

protest activities would not exist. Hence, the key to understanding the development of 

social insurgency is to study the supply of resources. R M theory states that discontent 

amongst the masses is a constant phenomena. This is a significant departure from the 

classical theories, which assumes that there is an aggregate level of discontent that is 

subject to change. McCarthy and Zald suggests that the development of protest 

organizations can be explained by tracking the source of funding, especially i f these 

resources originate from powerful external groups such as church organizations, private 

and public foundations, organized labour and the government. Without these external 

groups' "input of resources" it is impossible to initiate an effective social movement. 

Consequently, the individual is discounted as an explanation for the development 

of social movements. This is especially true of "lower class" participation because they 

simply do not wield enough material and political power. They are "powerless to 

generate a movement of their own," moreover they lack bargaining power. 9 0 The 

individual and even the general population at large is not considered an important actor in 

8 8 Russell Dalton, Manfred Kuechler, and Wilhelm Burklin, "The Challenge of New Movements," in 
Russell Dalton and Manfred Kuechler (eds.), Challenging the Political Order: New Social and Political  
Movements in Western Democracies, New York: Oxford University Press, 1990, pg. 9. 
8 9 Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970, pg. 32. 
9 0 Ibid, pg. 20. 
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social movements. In the case of China, the women's movement, particularly after 1948 

seems to support R M theory. The government's involvement and financial and public 

support of the Federation was a turning point for the women's movement. These social 

movements are political actors with political goals. If interest movements are political 

actors with special goals then it can be assumed that it would act in a rational matter. 

However, the R M theory does not reasonably explain why the A C W F seems to be 

gaining greater discretionary power. Is the A C W F taking advantage of a weakened state 

apparatus? The political process model may help to shed some light in the contemporary 

situation of the women's movement in China. 

Political Process (PP) Model/ New Social Movement Theory 

There has be a shift in the concerns of movements in the twentieth century. As a 

result, the term new social movement has been coined to distinguish these protest 

organizations from the more traditional protest organizations. New social movements are 

considered peripheral actors because its interests are often pursued in "un-institutional 

ways such as the use of physical violence or coercion." 9 1 According to Kuechler and 

Dalton, the use of overt forms of coercion indicates that these new social movements' 

interests are "incompatible with the existing social and political order."9 2 Hence, under 

the political process model these new social movements are peripheral groups that 

attempt to disrupt societal order. They are marginal actors in the political process and are 

distinguished from traditional organizations on this basis. Social movements in the PP 

model are "seen as rational attempts by excluded groups to mobilize sufficient political 

9 1 Manfred Kuechler and Russel J. Dalton, " New Social Movements and the Political Order: Inducing 
Change for Long-term Stability?" in Russell Dalton and Manfred Kuechler (eds.), Challenging the Political  
Order: New Social and Political Movements in Western Democracies, New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1990, pg. 277-278. 
9 2 Ibid, pg. 278. 
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leverage."93 They are not the result of anomie. Therefore, it suggests that protest 

organizations wil l emerge when there is a change in the political opportunity structure. 

Hence, when the excluded groups' bargaining position becomes stronger relative to the 

government (or other decision making body) they wil l capitalize on the situation. 

The political process model is a more complete analysis of the entire social 

movement. The previous theories tend to focus on special stages of the development of 

the social insurgency groups. The classical theory looks at the reasons for why people 

participate in these organizations but fails to comprehensively examine other aspects of 

the protest group development such as where the resources come from and the lifecycle of 

the movement. The resource mobilization theory, on the other hand, does a good job of 

examining the impact of external actors to the development of social movements. 

However, it fails to look at the impact of internal actors as well as "analyzing the entire 

process of movement development."94 The political process model does a more accurate 

job of over-viewing the entire development, sustaining, and the eventual decline of social 

movements. However, it is clear that there is not a single theory that persuasively 

explains the emergence of new social movements. There is not a single explanation for 

the development of protest groups. A n in-depth analysis of the Chinese women's 

movement wil l demonstrate the inability for a single social movement theory to 

completely explain its development and or the changing nature of the A C W F . It is more 

practical to use several theories to analyze different categories of social insurgency. 

Applying the three main models of S M theory wi l l give greater appreciation for 

the multifaceted attributes to the pursuit of gender equality in China. Mass line and mass 

Doug McAdam, "Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970." pg. 36-37. 
Ibid, pg. 36. 
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organization theory wil l reveal important features of the function and the limitations of 

the A C W F and wil l also highlight the effect of market reforms on mass organizations. By 

using social movement theory and the theories of mass line, they wil l give a more 

complete picture of the women's movement and help us to understand its transformations. 

In summary, the Chinese women's movement is complex. There have been many 

fine studies on the revolutionary change, liberation, and status of women. Nevertheless, 

North American and Western European scholarly research in the Chinese women's 

movement tend to be limited to commentaries on the situation. In particular, Naihua 

Zhang asserts that there is a strong assumption that a woman's movements is not valid i f 

does not follow the "American model of an autonomous, bottom up interest group with 

goals for women only." 9 5 I agree with Zhang and further suggest that in the case of the 

Federation it operates from an interesting position, it has greater access to the decision

making bodies than typical social organizations in liberal democracies and yet it does not 

have complete independence over its activities. The A C W F is an evolving organization. 

The constraints of Party ideology and the mass organization structure are obstacles that 

the Federation must contend with i f it wants to be more responsive to the needs of 

women. But wil l the Federation be able to persuade the Party to include new issues and/or 

areas concern to the government's agenda? 

Naihua Zhang, "Searching for Authentic NGOs: The N G O Discourse and the Women's Organizations in 
China," in Ping-chun Hsiung, Maria Jaschok, Cecilia Milwertx with Red Chan (eds.), Chinese Women  
Organizing, New York: Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 162. 
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CHAPTER 3 

T H E BEGINNING OF T H E WOMEN'S M O V E M E N T 

This chapter singles out the initial, overt participation of women in protest 

movements during the Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864) and the May Fourth Era (1919-

1924). The purpose of this analysis is threefold. One goal is to expose the common 

misunderstandings of the origins of the women's movement. Another objective is to 

provide a concise summary of the early history of the women's movement. The third aim 

is to apply the three main social movement (SM) theories to the Taiping and May Fourth 

protests. The application of the classical, resource mobilization, and political process 

theories wi l l increase our understanding of the events that shaped future feminist 

organizations. I wi l l contribute to the discussion of social movement theory by presenting 

evidence of the existence of 'legitimate' feminist popular protest. 

The Taiping and the May Fourth protests are important to the discussion of the 

A C W F because they are historical benchmarks for the women's movement. Moreover, 

they illustrate the adaptive nature of the women's movement and its willingness to 

participate in wider revolutionary movements. Issues of gender equality were often in a 

subordinate position to broader revolutionary goals. The Taipings feminists, for example, 

were a part of the greater peasant rebellion. Similarly, the May Fourth feminists 

organized within the larger movement against anti-imperial sediments. Clearly, the 

women's movement had a history of participating and organizing in larger revolutionary 

movements and more importantly, its subordination within these movements was 

accepted. These experiences likely influence the contemporary women's movement. The 
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agenda of the A C W F has also been subordinate to the goals of the C C P during the 

Cultural Revolution and in the Party's population and economic policies. 

Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864) 

The May Fourth Era is generally regarded as the pivotal moment when the 

feminist movement in China began. Certainly, it was an important period for the pursuit 

of gender equality but the earlier Taiping Rebellion was the first instance of women's 

widespread participation in social protest.1 The Taiping Rebellion arose during a time 

when the Manchu, a non-ethnic Chinese group controlled China. Not surprisingly, 

preferential treatment such as a monthly monetary stipend and special employment 

opportunities were given to citizens of Manchu ancestry. This created a hierarchical 

system where individuals who were not of Manchu ancestry were in a subordinate 

position. Rising land taxes and the competition of foreign textile goods further 

marginalized ordinary citizens. This led to a spiraling downturn of the economic fortunes 

for the peasantry. As a result, "peasant revolts intensified with each passing year," and 

culminated in the establishment of a militant movement.2 The Taipings controlled most 

of central China at the height of its power and conspired to overthrow the Qing Dynasty 

and the traditional social system.3 The Taiping members were primarily individuals from 

the peasant class (both men and women) who were involved covertly in the rebellion vis-

à-vis secret societies. These secret societies began in the early 14 t h Century and had a 

1 There were earlier indications of women's expression of discontent in the 2 n d Century A D "Yellow 
Turban Uprising" and the 18 t h Century "White Lotus Rebellion." According to Elisabeth Croll , both of 
these uprisings had some assertions of women's interests. However, the Taiping Rebellion remains the 
most important, initial expression of women's movement because "this bid to improve women's position 
reached its fullest expression in the extensive and widespread Taiping peasant rebellion." Elisabeth Croll , 
Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 38-39. 
2 Ono Kazuko, Chinese Women in a Century of Revolution 1850-1950, pg. 7. 
3 Delia Davin, Women-Work: Women and the Party in Revolutionary China, pg. 8. 
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significant female membership but it was not until the Taiping Rebellion that women's 

interests were pursued in earnest. 

The Taiping Rebellion introduced feminist ideas and articulated the importance of 

women's rights at an unparalleled degree. The Taipings advanced revolutionary ideas for 

the improvement of the status of women. They were influenced by the "more or less 

equal terms of men and women in secret societies,"4 and they were also positively 

affected by the Hakka women's participation in the Taiping movement. The Hakka 

ethnic group was influential and a founding member of the Taiping movement. 

Culturally, the Hakka people had greater gender equality and more flexible ideas 

regarding the role of women. For example, the Hakka women did not participate in the 

binding of young girls' feet. Furthermore, the Hakka women have been characterized as 

extremely hard working and "doing the work of men." 5 The influence of the Hakka 

women and the ideas of gender equality in these secret societies encouraged female 

participate in male dominated roles. For example, Su Sanmei, a female general led troops 

during the rebellion. Similarly, women had also organized and led secret societies. In 

addition, the Taipings implemented practises that promoted greater gender equality. 

There is evidence that women were given equal allocation under the Taiping land system 

regulations, they could attend school and take civil service exams, they had the right to 

hold political positions, and more importantly, the overt expressions of women's 

subordinate position in society were prohibited.6 Practises such as foot binding, bride 

4 C. A . Curwen, "Taiping Relations with Other Rebels," in Jean Chesneaux (ed.), Popular Movements and  
Secret Societies in China 1840-1950, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1972, pg. 66. 
5 Vincent Shih, The Taiping Ideology: Its Sources. Interpretations, and Influences, Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1967, pg. 310. 
6 Delia Davin, Women-Work: Women and the Party in Revolutionary China, pg. 8. 
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price, polygamy, the inability of widows to remarry, and prostitution were outlawed.7 "It 

was not uncommon for men and women to be on more or less equal terms in secret 

societies."8 Observations by A . F . Lindley also confirmed this idea. He noted that in the 

Taiping controlled area of Nanking, there was the "free intercourse and elevated position 

of women," as compared to areas not occupied by the Taipings.9 

This awakened the consciousness of women. According to Jean Chesneaux, 

secret societies gave an unprecedented opportunity to present a feminist perspective to a 

large audience.10 Although the secret societies were mainly associated with the goal of 

repelling foreign invaders, the historical record clearly show the broadening of the 

membership and the subsequent expansion of their concerns.11 However, it is incorrect to 

assume that gender equality issues had the highest priority in the Taiping platforms. They 

were not. Women's issues were subordinate to the greater cause of the peasant revolution, 

which explains some of the inconsistent, gender discriminatory practises that emerged 

during the movement. For example, Vincent Shih wrote that these societies "gave serious 

consideration to the principles of equality of the sexes" and yet the leaders often had 

concubines and women were also confined to segregated quarters.12 

It is worth mentioning that there are researchers who believe that missionaries first 

introduced feminist ideals to China. Li-Chun L in argued in her dissertation for the 

There are inconsistencies of this period where women were concubines to Taiping leaders. For further 
information please refer to the following resource: Vincent Shih, The Taiping Ideology: Its Sources,  
Interpretations, and Influences. Shih did not use these inconsistencies to demonstrate the lack of gender 
equality among the Taipings. Instead, he succinctly argued that despite the Taiping's inconsistent treatment 
towards women, their male counterparts did not fare better (pg. 72). 
8 C. A . Curwen, Taiping Relations with Other Rebels, pg. 66. 
9 Lin-le, Ti-ping Tien-Kwoh: The History of the Ti-ping Revolution, vol. I, London, 1866, pg. 234-236. 
1 0 Jean Chesneaux, Secret Societies in China: In the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1971, pg. 59. 
1 1 Ibid, pg. 8-10. 
1 2 Vincent Shih, The Taiping Ideology: Its Sources, Interpretations, and Influences, pg. 47. 
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significance of Protestant magazines published in 1860s-1930s. She suggested that they 

were responsible for the transformation of "Chinese women from traditional to modern 

women." 1 3 These magazines published articles that promoted the rights of women, 

denounced foot binding and arranged marriages, and painted a new image of the modern, 

Chinese woman. Consequently, the instigators of the Chinese feminist movement were 

not secret societies. Furthermore, Li-Chun L in asserted that secret societies co-opted the 

message of greater gender equality from Protestant magazines and the work of 

missionaries. The implication was that foreigners initiated the feminist movement. C .A . 

Curwen suggested that the ideas of gender equality could not be attributed solely by the 

"import of Christianity" and more likely, affected by secret societies and the non-

traditional roles of the Hakka women. 1 4 

It is difficult to attribute the origins of the women's movement to a single factor. 

No doubt, the work of foreign magazines had some influence for the revised image of 

women. According to Davlin and Croll, Western feminist models of gender equality 

influenced the early forms of Chinese feminism. 1 5 It is impossible to measure the 

influence of missionaries, the writings of European and American feminists or its impact 

(if any) on secret societies. Similarly, it is difficult to solely attribute the rise of feminism 

to foreign influence or the development of secret societies. Many different actors 

influenced the women's movement. 

Nonetheless, secret societies played a meaningful role in the initial stages of the 

women's movement vis-à-vis their encouragement of greater gender equality. The 

influence of foreign publications on the agenda of secret societies most likely was not 

1 3 Li-Chun L in , The Discursive Formation of the New Chinese Women 1860-1930. pg.4. 
1 4 C . A . Curwen, Taiping Relations with Secret Societies and with other Rebels, p. 66. 
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significant. The membership of secret societies were largely illiterate peasants and not 

intellectuals. It is likely that the leaders of the secret societies recognized the marginality 

of women and their discontent and utilized it to promote their agenda, much like the 

missionaries who saw women as easier targets for religious conversion. Nevertheless, 

secret societies were integral to the initial advancement of feminist ideas at the grass

roots level and were actively involved in public protest (albeit violent protest) to change 

the social structure. The "initiation of the liberalization of attitudes towards women" is 

an accomplishment that should not be underestimated in its impact on the development of 

the women's movement in China. 1 6 Regardless, of the secret societies' actual protection 

of gender equality, they awakened the consciousness of women and stimulated dialogue 

on the value of gender equality. Therefore, secret societies and their participation in the 

Taiping Rebellion can be considered the initial beginnings of the women's movement. 

Legitimate Social Movement? 

The literature survey of the Chinese women's movement revealed an interesting 

underlying misconception, the idea that the feminist movement is not a legitimate social 

movement. Many researchers look at the current situation of Chinese feminist 

organizations and tend to overlook the fact that the women's movement has its origins in 

protest behaviour. The three main social movement theories wil l highlight the women's 

movement origins, which is based on grass-roots mobilization. 

Classical Model: Taiping Rebellion 

The classical model stresses the importance of psychological explanations for 

social movements. Each of the different perspectives of the classical theories is 

1 5 Delia Davin, Woman-Work: Women and the Party in Revolutionary China, pg. 12. 
1 6 Jean Chesneaux, Secret Societies in China: In the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, pg. 8-10. 
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concerned with discontent at the individual level. Most classical model theories attribute 

protest behaviour to grievances and/or the identification of problems that have emerged 

from structural changes such as increasing income disparities or momentous societal 

change such as industrialization.1 7 To combat the feelings of "anomie," people look for 

structure and guidance, which may lead them to participate in social movements.18 

Secret societies were based upon anti-society sediments and the Taiping Rebellion 

was the result of the frustration with the social structure.19 It focussed on dissatisfaction at 

the national, religious, and social levels. 2 0 As a result, the creation of secret societies was 

predicated on the general feelings of discontent, which some argued stemmed solely with 

the struggle against foreign invaders. Even with the successful resistance of the Mongols 

and later the Japanese occupation, the existence of the secret societies continued. 

Secret societies "drew their strength even while they undermined them from the 

sociological and ideological basis of the old society, economic stagnation, the character of 

21 * 

social relations, and the weight of tradition." Foreign incursion, the pursuit of 

modernization along a western model, economic and technical advances dramatically 

altered society and the economy. And therefore, stimulated feelings of isolation and 

uncertainty for a large segment of the population.2 2 Secret societies were a source of 

hope for the marginalized segment of the population who were also experiencing high 

rates of unemployment due to the decline of the domestic textile industry (women and the 

peasantry were most affected) and inflation. 2 3 A textile worker stated that, secret 

1 7 Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970. pg. 7-8. 
1 8 Ibid, pg. 13. 
1 9 Jean Chesneaux, Popular Movements and Secret Societies in China 1840-1950. pg. 2. 

2 0 Ibid, p. 90. 
2 1 Jean Chesneaux, Secret Societies in China: In the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, pg. 11. 
2 2 Norman Stockman, Understanding Chinese Society. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), pg. 48-49. 
2 3 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism, pg. 39. 
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societies were needed because of "the rootless life caused by unemployment and 

insolvency make the lower class of society seek to form this sort of organization to help 

one another, resist government persecution, and protect their personal existence."24 

New migrants likely found urban life isolating, with great economic disparities, 

and a social structure unlike their rural experience.25 Hence, migrant peasants sought 

comfort in secret societies to help them evaluate the changes they were experiencing and 

to address their grievances. Thus, the existence of these organizations continued after the 

end of foreign occupation because they provided a vital function. They gave their 

membership a sense of structure and guidance. 

The question that remains is were these feelings of anomie and isolation mirrored 

by their female counterparts? The writing of women prior to and during the rise of the 

Taiping Rebellion revealed feelings of dissatisfaction and bitterness with their own 

gendered oppression. They wrote about their subordinate status in the family, the 

physical and emotional pain of binding their feet, and their feelings of powerlessness. 

Thus, the mobilization of women into protest organizations was a logical step and 

according to Davin, this was not a difficult feat because for centuries, women already 

were lamenting their sad fate in poems, stories, and autobiographies.26 There is no 

question that women were marginalized and in conjunction with the structural changes in 

Chinese society, inflation, and their diminishing role in textile industries, all of these 

factors likely motivated women's protest behaviour. 

Jean Chesneaux, Secret Societies in China: In the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, pg. 163. 
Norman Stockman, Understanding Chinese Society, pg. 48. 
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Resource Mobilization (RM) Model: Taiping Rebellion 

Secret societies were in existence for several centuries, however, their protests did 

not erupt into widespread violence until the Taiping Era. The resource model helps to 

explain the unprecedented, widespread protests that erupted in the middle of the 

Nineteenth Century. This theory, unlike the classical model, suggests that feelings of 

discontent are common in all societies. It acknowledges that shared grievances are 

essential elements to the development of social movements.27 But, R M theory suggest 

that financial and human resources are the essential elements to the creation and sustained 

existence of social movements. McCarthy and Zald believed that without a sufficient 

quantity of resources, protest activities would fail to exist. 2 8 

While it is impossible to ascertain the financial circumstances of secret societies, 

there was a significant change in the pool of resources. In the middle of the Nineteenth 

Century, the flood of peasants into the urban centres of China occurred at an 

29 

unparalleled degree. These people, according to Chesneaux, flocked to secret societies, 

where they spent a significant amount of time and energy. One of the main consequences 

of the mass migration of rural peasants was a dramatic increase in the human resources of 

secret societies and it can be assumed that their financial resources also improved. Thus, 

the resource mobilization model provides an explanation for the rise of protest behavior 

during the period of 1850-1864. Prior to that time, according to the model, there were not 

sufficient human resources and a lesser extent, financial resources available for the secret 

societies to mount a wide scale rebellion. 

Delia Davin, Women-Work: Women and the Party in Revolutionary China, pg. 10-11. 
Russell Dalton, Manfred Kuechler, and Wilhelm Burklin, The Challenge of New Movements , pg. 9. 
John McCarthy and Mayer Zald, Resource Mobilization and Social Movements, pg. 1213. 
Jean Chesneaux, Secret Societies in China: In the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, pg. 11. 
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Political Process Model: Taiping Rebellion 

Social movements in the political process model are "seen as rational attempts by 

excluded groups to mobilize sufficient political leverage."30 Therefore, protest 

organizations wil l emerge when there is a change in the political opportunity structure. 

Hence, when the excluded groups' bargaining position becomes stronger relative to the 

government (or other decision making body), protest behaviour wil l emerge. 

This theory gives an added dimension of explanation for the demonstrations and 

violent protests during the Taiping Era. During this time, the power and cohesiveness of 

the Qing Dynasty was in question. There was a fragmentation of political power. The 

Qing Dynasty was forced to acquiesce to the occupation of various foreign powers in 

major cities and the establishment of treaty ports. Coupled with their inability to limit the 

actions of foreign companies and foreign influence in key industries such as textile and 

the railway, "damaged the prestige and legitimacy of the imperial regime."3 1 "It 

encouraged opposition movements and stimulated conflicts within the state elite," which 

opened the door to the 1850-1864 revolt. 3 2 

In addition, the lure of joining protest organization was also born out of growing 

frustration and resentment with the old village power structure33 where the leaders drew 

their power from "their role in local lineage and religious organizations reinforced by the 

symbolism of the imperial state."34 People were dissatisfied with the slow pace of change 

in the rural political structure as compared to their urban counterparts. As a result, the 

Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970, pg. 36-37. 
3 1 Norman Stockman, Understanding Chinese Society, pg. 123. 
3 2 Ibid, pg. 123. 
3 3 Delia Davin, Woman-Work: Women and the Party in Revolutionary China, pg. 10. 
3 4 Norman Stockman, Understanding Chinese Society, pg. 50. 
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position of the government seemed to be tenuous. Thus, it appeared to be an opportune 

time to demand changes in the social and political system. 

Insights into Women's Involvement In Social Protest 

It is difficult to determine the individual factors that prompted women's 

involvement in the Taiping Rebellion or their presence in secret societies. As mentioned 

earlier, gendered issues may have prompted their participation. Secret societies played a 

pivotal role in the mobilization and consolidation of the interests of the peasant class and 

for the gendered interests of women. Despite the fact that the women's movement was 

not an independent protest organization but part of the larger peasant rebellion, it brought 

greater awareness and attention to gender equality. The Taiping platforms issued "edicts 

banning foot binding, women were permitted to take Taiping examinations and hold 

official positions ranging from women chiefs-of-staff and chancellors in the Heavenly 

35 

King's court." It would appear that the equality of the sexes was a concern that was 

addressed by the Taipings. It was created out of feelings of dissatisfaction, the recognition 

of the problems associated with gender inequalities, and there was also a plan to stimulate 

change. A l l of these characteristics are indications that the Chinese women's movement 

grew out of grass-roots concerns and thus, it was a legitimate social movement. The 

Taiping Rebellion inaugurated a pattern of protest behaviour. 

The May Fourth Era (1919-1924) 

On May 4, 1919 student demonstrations erupted under concerns for the terms of 

the Treaty of Versailles. The May Fourth Era 3 6 began with anti-imperial and anti-feudal 

3 5 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 39. 
3 6 The May Fourth Era is a term that is used to describe a period of increased mass, political activism in 
urban areas in the 1920s that declined in importance in 1924 when the attention turned to removing the 
ruling warlords. 
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sediments but quickly broadened to include a variety of domestic issues, including the 

emancipation of women. Debates on women's rights finally gained mainstream attention. 

Activists during this time believed that China was in a state of decline and needed to be 

rejuvenated through a revolution. It is essential to examine this time period for two 

reasons. The Chinese women's movement was profoundly affected by the May Fourth 

Movement, which was a critical moment for the development of female activism. 

Secondly, it ushered in a new era of women's rights and the development of women's 

associations. The May Fourth Movement is distinct from the Taiping Rebellion because 

the participants included middle class women and the associations that arose from the 

May Fourth Era later became the foundation for the Women's Federation. 

Women's Participation 

The legitimate concerns of students "energized a new wave of female activism in 

schools, in political organizations, and among female factory workers." 3 7 It sparked the 

interests of women throughout the country and motivated female students such as Deng 

Yingchao, Xiang Jingyu, and Cai Chang to participate in political activities. These 

women became instrumental figures of the May Fourth Era but more importantly, they 

later became leaders of the women's movement and of the A C W F . Women were 

participating in demonstrations, boycotts, challenging the traditional values of female 

decorum, and even demanding women's civil rights. Their participation in protest 

activities increased dramatically, which is illustrated by the fact that there was a 

proliferation of feminist organizations and associations in the 1920s. 

Numerous sources have come to the consensus that these organizations appeared 

to have purely feminist concerns. This was a critical moment for the women's 
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38 movement. Prior to the 1920s, the interests of women were addressed by secret 

societies, which did not solely concentrate their efforts on pursuing feminist goals. 

Instead, women's rights were pursued in conjunction with the concerns of the peasantry 

and issues of foreign domination. Consequently, the urban mass movement of the 1920s 

marked an important turning point for the women's movement and the beginnings of 

independent women's interests groups. 

The Effects of the May Fourth Era on The Women's Movement 

The effect of the May Fourth Era on the women's movement was substantial. Not 

only were women mobilizing in greater numbers but feminist organizations were also 

quickly multiplying and attracting media attention to the issues of gender inequality. 

There were independent women's organizations such as the Federation of Women's 

Circles (Nujie lianhehui),39 the Women's Suffrage Association (Nuzi canzheng xiejinhui), 

and the Women's Rights League (Nuquan yundong tongmenghui). Each of these 

associations had different objectives but they were all concerned with some aspect of the 

liberation of women. The Federation of Women's Circles, for example, was involved 

with promoting women's civil rights. 4 0 In fact, the Hunan chapter was able to "engineer 

the election of several women into the provincial assembly."41 The Women's Suffrage 

Association focused on women's political rights, inheritance rights, and modernizing the 

curriculum of girl's schools. 4 2 The Women's Rights League had similar concerns but 

Hua Lan and Vanessa Fong, Women in Republican China. A Sourcebook, pg. xvi . 
3 8 Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women 1949-1980, pg. 17. 
3 9 The Federation of Women's Circles had chapters in Shanghai, Guangdong, Zhejiang, and Hunan. 
4 0 Hua Lan and Vanessa Fong, Women in Republican China, pg. xvii . 
4 1 Ibid, pg. xvi i . 
4 2 Ibid, pg. xvi i . 
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also included marriage rights, employment and educational rights, and the end of 

prostitution, polygyny, and foot binding in their agenda.43 

The May Fourth mass movement laid the foundation for the women's movement 

and changed the path of feminism in China. The broad appeal of these interests groups 

increased their ability to mobilize women. The cumulative effect of the associations and 

the willingness of women to use radical, militant methods gained the attention of the 

major political parties, who saw women as an underutilized and potentially powerful 

group. Consequently, the K M T and the C C P accorded women's rights prominence in 

their policies. When the K M T and CCP formed an alliance to end the Republic they used 

the feminists associations to mobilize women to further disrupt social order. These three 

groups conspired to "alter traditional and highly hierarchical gender arrangements."44 

The May Fourth feminists "translated their radical ideology into mass based activism." 4 5 

Furthermore, the interests of women became secondary and the focus turned to class-

based revolution. This was an interesting development. The women's movement was 

willing to set aside their goals of gender equality for (what was perceived) the greater 

societal interests. Perhaps this foreshadowed the future direction of the women's 

movement. The Federation has also been willing to implement widely unpopular policies 

such as the population program for the nation's economic interests. 

One of the main conclusions that can be reached from this brief examination of 

the May Fourth Era is that it spurred the development of women's activism. This 

activism changed the course of the women's movement. It was independent and distinct 

(for at least a short time) from other revolutionary movements such as the labour and 

4 3 Ibid, pg. xvi i . 
4 4 Ibid, pg. xxi . 
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peasant movement. The new women's organizations advanced women's special needs 

and interests. But their radical efforts to promote the rights of women led to an alliance 

with the K M T and the C C P that dramatically altered the future and independence of the 

movement, which wil l be discussed in greater detail at the end of this chapter. And so, 

the attention now is refocused on using social movement theory to enhance the 

understanding of the development of the women's movement during the 1920s. 

Classical Model: May Fourth Era 

The people who were involved in the women's movement struggled with 

grievances regarding the social structure. They were concerned with the ability of the 

traditional social structure to "meet the challenges of technological progress, foreign 

incursion and ruthless international competition."4 6 Students, intellectuals, peasants, and 

women (in varying degrees) shared this discontent. The main actors in the May Fourth 

Movement were urban elites and consistently questioned the viability of the social 

structure and its organization around the traditional family system.4 7 They were 

concerned with the restrictive authority of the patriarchal family and its impact on the 

future of China's economy vis-à-vis foreign competition and the under utilization of 

48 

human resources, namely the potential of women. These concerns with the structure of 

Chinese society became a central issue in the May Fourth Movement and most China 

researchers view it as one of the main factors in the rise of political activism in the 1920s. 

In addition, the rapidly increasing population was also a source of conflict. 

However, the participants of the May Fourth Movement were shielded from the economic 

4 5 Judith Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China, p. 76. 
4 6 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 28. 
4 7 Christina Gilmartin, Engendering the Chinese Revolution, pg. 23. 
4 8 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 28. 
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and social pressures associated with this problem. As a result, the activists' privileged 

upper class backgrounds are often used to diminish the significance of the population 

increase, as an explanation for the May Fourth Movement. Therefore, population pressure 

cannot account for the radical mass activism of the 1920s. Upon closer examination, these 

privileged feminists were not solely motivated by structural strains, rather their feelings 

of deprivation also contributed to the rise of political activism. 

Examining the development of the women's movement from the perspective of 

discontent helps to explain why women's dissatisfaction with the system reached a flash 

point in the 1920s. Women played a significant role in the establishment of the Republic 

in 1912. They believed that with the end of the Qing Dynasty the new political order 

would reward their efforts and improve women's status in society and in politics. 

However, they soon realized that this would not happen and that their "personal and 

social lives were not going to be dramatically transformed."49 Subsequently, they 

refocused their energies on creating a movement dedicated solely to promoting women's 

rights, which led to the establishment of women's organizations and the prominence of 

women's issues during the May Fourth movement. 

According to Beahan, the emergence of a more direct and independent women's 

movement in the 1920s, led by urban intellectuals, was unusual because they were out of 

touch with the needs of rural women and female, factory workers. 5 0 What she failed to 

recognize and what the classical model wil l illustrate is that dissatisfaction was emerging 

across the different classes. In spite of the domination of female intellectuals over the 

agenda of the 1920s women's movement, there was evidence that female workers were 

Jane Curtin, Women in China, pg. 34. 
Charlotte Beahan, The Women's Movement and Nationalism in the Late Ch'ing China, pg. 366. 
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also becoming active in the economic and political movements.51 In particular, female 

cotton mil l workers joined informal trade unions and illegally held work stoppages and 

52 . » . 

strikes. While it is unclear whether the cotton mill workers were active participants in 

the activities of the May Fourth Movement, their efforts contributed to the rise of female 

political activism. It had a profound impact on the path of the women's movement 

because it brought issues of labour to the attention of activists. 

The classical model of social movement theory has highlighted several factors that 

influenced the rise of feminism in the 1920s. Women's concern with the traditional 

family unit, continued grievances with the inability of government to address gender 

inequality, and the increasing expansion of female activism re-directed the focus of the 

women's movement. Its association with other protest organizations such as secret 

societies, various peasant and labour movements decreased in the 1920s and their 

independence reached new heights with the creation of separate women's groups. These 

associations had mainly a female membership and a feminist agenda. 

Resource Mobilization Model: May Fourth Era 

The resource mobilization model also contributes to the analysis of the women's 

movement in the 1920s. The participants in the May Fourth Movement were mainly 

urban elite women. It could be argued in general terms that their participation contributed 

to the movement's financial capabilities and the activists' high level of education also had 

a positive impact. Tracking these increases in the financial and human resources, 

according to this model, should help to explain the May Fourth Movement and the focus 

5 1 Zhangling Wei, Status of Women in China. Bangkok: U N E S C O Principle Regional Office for Asia and 
the Pacific Press, 1989, pg. 16. 
5 2 Emily Honig, Women Cotton M i l l Workers in Shanghai 1919-1949. Stanford: Stanford University Press 
(Ph.D. Dissertation), 1986 pg. v i i i . 
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on women's issues. After the 1911 revolution, there was an upsurge of feminist 

activities. 5 3 And according to Janet Salaff and Judith Merkle, this likely contributed to 

the emergence of thel920's women's movement and the proliferation of moderate and 

revolutionary women's organizations after 1922. 5 4 The increased membership and interest 

in the women's movement significantly enhanced the women's movement's financial and 

human resources.55 Urban, elite women with strong educational and financial 

backgrounds supported the movement and may help to explain the creation of 

independent women's groups. However, this model does not explain why the women's 

movement gained prominence in the May Fourth Era. Yes, there was a resurgence of 

interest, participants, and capital which may explains why the movement reawakened but 

does not explain why they choose to mobilize in the 1920s? 

Political Process Model: May Fourth Era 

The political process model can better address this question. According to this 

model, it is not surprising that women chose to reassert their interests. China, from a 

political process perspective, was weak. Decades of foreign invasion, the fracturing of 

the state power due to regional warlords, the absence of a strong central authority, and the 

vulnerability of China internationally created an opportune time for marginalized groups 

to voice their opinions. Although the Republic and the warlord rule existed since 1912, 

the weakness of the Chinese political system came to the forefront of public attention in 

1919 when the terms of the Treaty of Versailles were announced. The rise of nationalism 

was a catalyst for the May Fourth Movement. Women were mobilized to voice their 

5 3 Janet Weitzner Salaff and Judith Merkle, "Women and Revolution: The Lessons of the Soviet Union and 
China," in Marilyn B . Young (ed.), Women in China: Studies in Social Change and Feminism. 1973, pg. 
160-162. 
5 4 Ibid, pg. 162. 
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opinions and make demands for the benefit for the liberation of women. By Chinese 

standards, they were disrupting social order through unconventional means. Women 

were organizing strikes, boycotts, and demonstrations.56 Clearly, women felt confident 

that it was the time to spur change. These changes in the political opportunity structure 

helps to explain why interest/rights orientated associations emerged in the 1920s. 

Insights into Women's Involvement In Social Protest? 

This analysis of the May Fourth women's movement demonstrates that several 

factors emerged to inspire political activism. The rise of nationalist sediments, the desire 

for the modernization of the political system, the need for economic development, and the 

hope that greater equality would emerge with the end of the traditional family system, all 

played a role in women's participation in the May Fourth Movement. This movement 

and the Taiping Rebellion had a profound impact on the development of the women's 

movement. The 1850-1864 revolt awakened the consciousness of women and introduced 

feminist ideas. The May Fourth Era redefined the women's movement and spurred the 

development of independent associations. Women's involvement in social protest had 

elements of traditional protest behaviour and yet, the Taiping Rebellion and the May 

Fourth Movement is largely ignored by social movement theorists. This was likely 

caused by the decline of the autonomy of women's groups after the May Fourth era. 

The incorporation of women's groups in the programs of the K M T and the C C P 

was the end of the independence of these feminist organizations. Often, China 

researchers gravitate to the fact that women's associations and their message of gender 

equality quickly became subordinate to issues of nationalism. When the warlords were 

Ibid, pg. 160. 
Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women 1949-1980. pg. 18. 
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overthrown, and the alliance between the two political parties ended in 1927, it was also 

the end of the political support of the May Fourth feminists. The Communists were in 

retreat and the Nationalists no longer needed to woo the support of women and 

considered women's organizations a threat to their power. This was a dark period for the 

women's movement, where women's groups were suppressed violently and its leaders 

persecuted and replaced with individuals that would preserve the traditional patriarchal 

family system and the traditional roles of women. 5 7 

This foreshadowed the future of the Chinese women's movement. It would be 

incorporated and controlled by the party in power. Although the ideas embodied in the 

liberation of women had an early beginning in secret societies, the feminist movement 

was independent for a very short time and interest groups with a solely feminist agenda 

also had a short-lived existence. Likewise, the long relationship of women's organizations 

with the government, which continues today, reinforces the idea that it is simply a part of 

the mass line organization structure. Consequently, it is not surprising that social 

movement theorists tend to overlook the fact that the Chinese women's movement had a 

strong grass-roots origin. 

Margery Wolf, Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China, pg. 15. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

T H E CO-OPTATION AND T H E CREATION OF T H E ALL-CHINA 
DEMOCRATIC WOMEN'S FEDERATION 

Following the consolidation of the CCP ' s power, the women's movement was 

unified into a single organization, the All-China Democratic Women's Federation 

(ACDWF) . Even before the creation of the A C D W F , leading feminist activists like Deng 

Chunlan wrote numerous letters to editors of newspapers such as, Young China 

supporting the creation of women's associations with a headquarters in Beijing. 1 

Regardless of where the idea of the Women's Federation came from, this was a dramatic 

shift in the direction of the women's movement. A new idea emerged, that the 

emancipation of women could be achieved through associations and directed programs. 

Previously, the landscape for women's emancipation was dotted with many different 

women's groups all with divergent views. In general, they all shared a common goal of 

expanding freedoms and ending the oppression of women. However, these women's 

associations did not purposely co-ordinate their programs and were independent in nature. 

Each association focused on different aspects of women's liberation, which ranged from 

access to education, health care, electoral participation, employment opportunities, to the 

exploitation of women through prostitution and forced marriages. 

Clearly, the presence of the A C D W F changed the Chinese women's movement 

and altered the focus and philosophy of how best to promote gender-based interests. 

Consequently, it was imperative for this chapter to examine the objectives, organizational 

structure, and influence of the Federation from its inception in 1948 to its temporary 
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disbandment in 1966-1976. It wi l l exclusively focus on the time period of 1948-1976. I 

am directing attention to two significant questions. What were the defining attributes of 

the A C D W F ? And more importantly, did the development of this national organization 

with local branch offices undermine the independence and divert the issues of the 

women's movement? I am asserting that the Federation was not simply a passive, 

monolithic organization but an adaptive organization that had (in a limited way) 

experiences that can be characterized as independent. 

Founding of the All-China Democratic Women's Federation 

The A C D W F was officially established in Apri l 1949, but the decision to create a 

national women's organization was made during a Politburo meeting in September 1948. 

A 73 member preparatory committee was convened in January 1949, to discuss the future 

of the women's movement and how to organize a national women's group. These 

members represented a range of women activists from various women's organizations 

and local chapters of women's groups that were established in CCP controlled areas. 

This committee was instrumental in the founding of the A C D W F because it laid out the 

basis for the present day National Congress of Women that formalized the creation of the 

A C D W F during its first meeting on March 24, 1949. 

Purpose and Objectives of the All-China Democratic Women's Federation 

In the early years, the Federation was operating in a rapidly changing political 

climate. The Communist Party was implementing new policies and programs that had far 

reaching implications. This eventful period ushered in land reform, agricultural 

collectivization, industrialization, the establishment of new political institutions, a new 

constitution and rights legislation for marginalized groups, and the creation of mass 

1 Lan and Fong, Women in Republican China, pg. 122. 
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organizations. In the memorable words of Naihua Zhang, the creation of the People's 

Republic was characterized with both "destruction and construction" of values, traditions, 

and institutions. This was an exciting period for women. The old social order was being 

challenged along with many traditional practices that were negatively affecting the 

mobility, freedoms, and rights of women. For the women who actively helped the CCP 

attain power, these new programs and the creation of the Federation reaffirmed the 

Party's commitment to the social transformation of China. 

As mentioned in the introduction, the Federation evolved out of Mao Zedong's 

belief in the utility of mobilizing women's discontent and molding their participation to 

promote the goals of socialism under the principles of democratic centralism. In theory, 

the Federation would be capable of advocating women's rights like its predecessors while 

also forming an official network between the Party and women. It was expected that the 

government could anticipate and address the interests of women more effectively.3 Thus, 

women's involved in social protest would not be necessary. For women, the creation of 

the A C D W F was touted as a more powerful feminist organization capable of expanding 

freedoms and accelerating change. With its formal ties to the government and its 

impressive membership strength, it had the potential to become a supra-feminist 

organization. 

The Communist Party had a vested interest in channeling women's activism. With 

the creation of the Federation, the C C P had the capability to unite and mobilize women, 

guide, and manage their political activism. Given the fact that the Women's Federation 

"existed at the pleasure" of the C C P there was the assumption (that continues today) that 

2 Naihua Zhang, The All-China Women's Federation, Chinese Women and the Women's Movement:  
1949-1993. pg. 141. 
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it was incapable of truly meeting the needs of women. 4 Whether a mass organization is a 

reflection of government policies or i f they have the opportunity to operate in a 'grey 

area' where they have some (albeit limited) control to influence policies is a primary issue 

of this chapter. To explore the effect of the A C D W F in the direction and autonomy of the 

women's movement it is essential to examine the extent of CCP control through the 

analysis of the membership, organizational structure, and development of the A C D W F . 

This wil l help determine the Federation's ability to meet the needs of women and also to 

evaluate the function of mass organizations and the mass line. 

Membership 

The membership of the Federation unlike its predecessors was not open to 

individual membership. It only accepted group membership.5 Group membership was 

likely a means to exert greater political control through functional representation.6 

Likewise, the C C P only allows one national agency per functional area. So, in the case of 

women, the Federation was (remains today) the only national agency for women. The 

first members of the Federation included the Women's Federations in liberated areas, 

Peasant Women's Association, Women's Association, 7 and the Young Women's 

Christian Association. With the exception of the Women's Federations, these 

organizations were non-partisan women's groups who were relatively independent and 

3 Ellen Judd, Gender and Power in Rural North China, pg. 213. 
4 Stephen Mosher, Broken Earth: The Rural Chinese, pg. 200; Judith Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist  
Revolution in China, pg. 228. 
5 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 224 and Naihua Zhang, The All-China Women's  
Federation, Chinese Women and the Women's Movement: 1949-1993, pg. 625. Some rural branches of 
the Federation is experimenting with individual membership. 
6 Functional representation is the idea that "society is divided into various groups or strata and each ought to 
be represented in government." And in socialist theory, "groups are said to perform specific social 
functions, and their unity derives from objective conditions rather than from voluntary association." 
Vernon Bogdanor (ed.), The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political Science, pg. 244. 
7 The Women's Association was formerly known as the Women's National Salvation Association. 
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focused on the interests of women. Women's groups that provided services to women 

could also apply for group membership with the permission of the local Federation 

chapter. However, individuals who participated in these voluntary associations could not 

individually seek membership. 

In light of this group membership tradition, the CCP further clarified which 

individuals would be accepted in the group memberships. They needed to meet specific 

criterion set out in Mao's definition of the category of "the people." Although the 

government portrayed the A C D W F as a unification of the women's movement and a 

"united front organization of democratic women of all social strata and professions." In 

practice, women who were classified in the landlord or bureaucratic bourgeoisie class 

were considered unsuitable candidates for the Federation and furthermore they were 

unable to participate in groups seeking membership in the A C D W F . Mao believed that 

the landlord and bureaucratic bourgeoisie classes could not understand socialism and their 

personal values and experiences were at odds with the philosophy of the Federation. In 

addition, it was hypothesized that their participation in the Women's Federation would 

unnecessarily cause friction and hinder the process of socialist revolution. He believed 

that only the peasants, urban proletariat, petty and national bourgeoisie could fully 

"understand and work for the cause of socialist reconstruction."9 Therefore, membership 

of the Federation was strictly regulated and restricted to only those who fit under Mao's 

classification of "the people." 

There was a clear bias towards the Party's emphasis on women workers. Of 

course this targeted group was a natural fit within the revolutionary and communist ideals 

8 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 224. 
9 Ibid, pg. 224. 
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of the Party but there was also a historical connection for this bias. In 1922, the creation 

of the CCP ' s Women's Department headed by Xiang Jing-Yu who was highly critical of 

the women's organizations such as the Alliance for the Women's Rights Movement, 

Women's Suffrage Alliance. Xiang Jing-Yu characterized these women's groups as 

"westernized, bourgeois, reforming elitists." 1 0 Memberships in women's organizations 

were not an accurate representation of female population. They were organizations that 

catered to Christian educated daughters of landlords, businessmen, and educators.11 

Moreover, the agenda of these organizations would not be relevant for all women. 

Consequently, there was the perception that to liberate women, the Party needed to recruit 

and organize women, especially female intellectuals and working women. 1 2 

A persuasive explanation for the emphasis on the representation of women 

workers in the Federation was the emergence of activism in female workers. In 1922, 

there was a large strike in twenty-four Shanghai silk factories led by 20,000 women 

workers. They demanded higher wages and shorter work hours. Although their demands 

were not met, this strike illustrated to Xiang Jing-Yu and to other Communist leaders, the 

strength and utility of mobilizing women, especially women workers. This demonstrated 

to the Party that it was important to successfully address the grievances of women 

workers. By limiting the membership of the Federation it was expected to promote greater 

unity and limit opposition within the mass organization to Party policies and intervention. 

By encouraging a disproportionate percentage of female workers and peasants it ensured 

that the Federation represented the interests of the 'common person'. 

1 0 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 41. 
1 1 Helen Snow, Women in Modern China, The Hague: Mouton and Company, 1967, pg. 70-88. 
1 2 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 121. 
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To assess the impact of the restrictive membership rules an overview of the 

A C D W F membership is prudent. There are few statistics on the precise number and the 

class profiles of members in the early years of the Federation.1 3 The most reliable 

information comes from Shanghai during the early development of the A C D W F . The 

data from the Shanghai branch of the Federation can be used to determine the general 

trends of the membership composition of the Federation. In 1951, there were 

approximately 301,412 Shanghai women involved with the Federation; this was 

approximately 22% of the female population.1 4 Of these women 162,563 ordinary 

workers, 70,000 peasant women, 32,030 students, 20,573 housewives, 8,240 teachers, 

4,266 government employees, and 3,753 women were involved in some aspect of politics 

classified as democratic groups.1 5 This information indicates that in the case of Shanghai, 

the majority of women (especially in light of the group membership) did not have 

membership in the A C D W F despite the fact that under the category of "the people," 95% 

of Chinese women were eligible for group membership. However, the profile of Shanghai 

women who were involved in the Federation shows that over 80% of its membership 

were peasant and working women. While the statistics at the national level may have 

differed, researchers such as Elisabeth Croll support the general trends that the Shanghai 

data reveals, the large presence of working and peasant women and the homogenous 

membership base of the Federation. 

I examined a variety of Chinese and Western sources and could not find a resource that provided statistics 
on the A C W F ' s national membership. This is not unusual given the fact that statistical data is not viewed 
with the same level of importance in China as it is in the West. This is changing and the importance of 
using and gather accurate statistical data is increasing. 
1 4 Yun Chang, "Xiandai Funu (Modern Woman)" quoted in C .K . Yang, The Chinese Family in the  
Communist Revolution. Boston, 1959, pg. 283. 
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The Effect of Membership Restrictions 

The effect of the membership restrictions of the Federation changed the direction 

and limited the autonomy of the women's movement. By not giving all women the 

opportunity to participate in the A C D W F , it changed the focus of the women's movement 

towards a greater attention to the peasant and working women's issues. The Federation, 

for example, concentrated on "redefining the traditional divisions of labour in the 

household and between the public and domestic spheres," these were issues that were of 

great concern to peasant and working women. 1 6 Prior to the creation of the A C D W F , the 

women's movement was concerned with a variety of issues such as access to education, 

employment opportunities, political participation (etc.). Despite the fact that the 

Federation shared similar concerns with the formerly independent women' groups and 

later expanded its agenda, the large membership of peasant and working women and the 

deliberate exclusion of the landlord and bureaucratic bourgeoisie translated into a 

narrower vision of the goals of the women's movement. 

Now the discussion turns to the Federation's organizational structure. A n 

overview of the organizational structure wil l enhance our understanding of the limitations 

of the Federation's power. It wi l l also be beneficial to the later discussion of the 

Women's Federation in the period of reform. 

Organizational Structure of the Federation 

The Federation has six levels of organization that expand from the national 

branch, urban centres, and to rural villages. There are women representatives at the 

1 5 The breakdown of the A C W F ' s Shanghai branch has 13 members counted twice. The statistical 
information is from Chang Yun's, Xiandai Funu (Modern Woman), pg. 283. 
1 6 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 230. 



82 

provincial, city, county, township, and village levels. 1 7 The national Federation operates 

upon the principles of indirect representation and democratic centralism.1 8 It is a "tree like 

network with a nominal hierarchical system." (xingshixing cengji jiegou).19 

The National Women's Congress (NWC) is the highest authority in the 

Federation when it is in session. The Women's Congress was convened every four years 

(later extended to five years) with delegates from different branch offices of the 

Federation. At the Women's Congress, the principles, duties, and constitution of the 

Federation are determined and the President and Vice-President of the Federation are 

elected. The N W C is an authoritative body with broad powers, the ability to evaluate the 

progress of the Federation, and elect the members of the Executive Committee, which is 

21 

convened every two years. In the recess periods, the Executive Committee has 

authoritative power that the Standing Committee (SC) exercises on its behalf. The 

Executive Committee elects the SC. In 1949, the SC was a seventeen member department 

that was comprised of the President and Vice-President of the Federation, eight members 

directly from the C C P , and the remaining seven members were representatives from 

"other political organizations."22 The SC interprets the recommendations made by the 

1 7 Yihong Jin, "The All-China Women's Federation: Challenges and Trends," in Ping-chun Hsiung, Maria 
Jascok, and Celia Milwetx with Red Chan (eds.), Women Organizing in China. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001, pg. 127. 
1 8 Democratic centralism is the "subordination of lower bodies to higher ones and military-type discipline 
over rank and file members. Top leaders are chosen by co-optation rather than by election; lower cadres are 
appointed by superior organs." Source: Vernon Bogdanor, The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political  
Science, pg. 169. 
1 9 Yihong Jin, The All-China Women's Federation: Challenges and Trends, pg. 125. 

2 0 First National Women's Congress (NWC) held in 1949, Second N W C held in 1953, Third N W C held in 
1957, Fourth N W C held in 1978, Fifth N C held in 1983, Sixth N W C held in 1988, Seventh N W C held in 
1993, and the Eighth N W C held in 1998. 

2 1 The Women's Congress plays a leading role in determining the policies and programs of the Federation. 
While it does not control the daily aspects of the Federation, it has the more important task of establishing 
the direction and the purpose of the Federation (within C C P guidelines). 
2 2 The idea of democratic centralism was practised in the selection of Standing Committee members from 
the CCP and "democratic organizations." According to James Seymour these "other organizations" were 
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Women's Congress and co-coordinates the activities of the Federation. Additionally, the 

SC is responsible for nominating and selecting the First Secretary and members of the 

Secretariat who delegated the daily activities (to various departments). The hierarchical 

organizational structure of the Federation has not changed significantly from 1949 (see 

figure 4.1 on page 86), with the exception of the Secretariat and the addition of several 

departments that are subordinate to the Secretariat (see figure 4.2 on page 87). 

The Effect of the Federation's Organizational Structure 

The Federation's organizational structure and hierarchy, facilitates the monitoring 

of its activities by the C C P (illustrated in figure 4.3 on page 88). The six levels of the 

Federation has an equivalent Party Committee that oversees its actions. The Party 

Committee at the Provincial Level, for example, supervises and directs the work of the 

Federation at the Provincial Level. In addition, the Federation at the national or 

provincial level also has some limited control over its local/regional associations. 

According to Yihong Jin, the local and regional levels of the Federation "have been rather 

compliant and obedient to the instructions or orders from the upper levels, taking 

orders...as i f they had direct leadership power over them." 2 3 But the supervisory power 

of the higher levels of the Federation is not as strong as the Party Committee, shown in 

figure 4.3 by the broken arrow lines between the six levels of the Federation associations. 

Consequently, there is a strong vertical control structure and the C C P is in the superior 

position. Although the strength of the Party over the activities of the Federation is 

changing there is still a strong sense of "supervisory and being supervised" by the C C P . 2 4 

"democratic parties." For further information regarding democratic parties please refer to James Seymour's 
book, "China's Satellite Parties," Armonk, New York: M . E . Sharpe, 1987. 
2 3 Yihong Jin, The All-China Women's Federation: Challenges and Trends, pg. 126. 
2 4 Ibid, pg. 125. 
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Figure 4.2 
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Similarly, members in the SC with CCP ties and the Party's dominance of cadre 

promotions in the Federation ensured that its activities were at the very least closely 

monitored and adhered to the Party's philosophy for the liberation of women. 2 5 Although 

the Federation at the national and provincial levels have been gaining more control over 

its human resources vis-à-vis successfully recommending cadres at the lower levels, most 

promotions depend on cadre training by the Party and its recommendation.26 The CCP 

defends this hierarchy of power and close ties as commensurate with the high value it has 

for women's issues. Without this relationship, officials claimed that the Party would be 

unable to act decisively or efficiently implement policies and programs to help women. 

The supervisory position of the Party Committees inevitably limits the autonomy 

of the Federation and how responsive it is to the demands of women. As a result, the 

women's movement must follow C C P policies and the government's interpretation of the 

path for the liberation of women. Therefore, the interests of women may take a 

subordinate role to the Party's central work. 

Defining Aspects and Duties of the Federation 

There is no question that the Party has led the path in the pursuit of gender 

equality. The Women's Federation is considered one of the main actors that wi l l 

determine the future of the women's movement. It is not an exaggeration to say that the 

Federation has become the focal point of the state's pursuit of gender parity. The duties of 

the Federation have been studied in some detail and often in concert with major policy 

changes and the enactment of new laws. 

Ibid, pg. 128-129. 
Ibid, pg. 129. 
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Accordingly, these official duties of the Federation dominate not only their 

agenda but also their very purpose. Initially, it was entrusted with the tasks of promoting 

the new law and aiding women in the "practical exercise of their new rights." 2 7 The 1950 

Marriage Law was significant because it addressed some of the most pressing issues and 

inequalities that women's organizations had been targeting. It was a broad law that 

encompassed "the way marriages were contracted or dissolved" but also issues of 

women's inheritance rights, prostitution and the servitude of women and children and 

"modernist version of the proper family structure."28 

After the promulgation of the Marriage Law, the Federation's initial mandate was 

more clearly defined. It was limited to carrying out the Party's policies and ensuring the 

dissemination of all the information concerning women. The Federation "encouraged 

women to redefine "domestic and public roles and converting new rights into standards of 

social behaviour." The government quickly introduced literacy programs, health 

campaigns, and encouraged women to participate in production and political activities. It 

was the duty of the Federation to promote and organize women to support and utilize 

these programs but also to help women implement the reforms in their own families and 

generate greater community acceptance. 

The official duties of the Federation were to educate both women and men about 

the new law. The Federation was expected to lay the groundwork for wide-sweeping 

societal change. This duty as a gatekeeper where they encouraged the public to forgo their 

traditional practises and in some cases their basis for authority in the family undermined 

2 7 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 231. 
2 Nei l Diamant, "Re-examining the Impact of the 1950 Marriage Law: State Improvisation, Local 
Initiative and Rural Family Change," China Quarterly, vol. 161 (March 2000), pg. 178. 
2 9 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 224. 
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the position and the value of the A C D W F . There was resistance to the Marriage Law 

from men, women of older generations, and also from local level government cadres who 

were unwilling to enforce the new rights of women or support the actions of the 

A C D W F . 3 0 According to Judith Stacey, there was a shocking number of suicides and 

murders of women (70,000-80,000 women per year) who attempted to use their new legal 

rights.3 1 Neil Diamant argued that the resistance to the Marriage Law was not as uniform 

as indicated by the research of Andors, Johnson, Stacey, and Wolf . 3 2 He cites the 

increased number of divorces and elevation of women's rights consciousness as evidence 

of the acceptance of women's new rights.3 3 In addition, Diamant suggested that cadres 

did not uniformly disregard the implementation of the Marriage Law. Furthermore, he 

argued that the Marriage Law continued to "shape family, community, and state-society 

relations" until the 1960s.34 The impact of the Marriage Law was likely a combination of 

both resistance and conformity. 

The Marriage Law, however, illustrated the limitations of the Federation's 

authority. Although its duties were to promote, educate, and encourage the acceptance of 

the new roles for women, the Federation did not have the authority to demand that people 

follow the requirements of the new law. Similarly, there were not uniform punitive 

punishments for non-compliance of citizens or officials. The duties of the Federation 

3 0 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 125 and Margery Wolf, 
Revolution Postponed, pg. 18. 
3 1 Judith Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China, 178-179. 
3 2 Nei l Diamant, Re-examining the Impact of the 1950 Marriage Law: State Improvisation, Local Initiative  
and Rural Family Change, pg. 174-175; Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women:  
1949-1980, pg. 33-35; Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 102-
110; Judith Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China, 178-179; Margery Wolf, Revolution 
Postponed, pg. 17-21. 
3 3 Ne i l Diamant, Re-examining the Impact of the 1950 Marriage Law: State Improvisation. Local Initiative 
and Rural Family Change, pg. 182-183. 
3 4 Ibid, pg. 176. 
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were further reduced during the Great Leap Forward (GLF). The rigorous promotion of 

the Marriage Law had ended and the focus of the liberation of women turned to 

encouraging women's participation in production. The G L F was influenced by the Yenan 

experience, which provided "an embryonic form of socialist development strategy suited 

• • 35 * 

to desperately poor, undercapitalized peasant society." This development strategy was 

considered a new approach to the causes of gender inequality, namely, traditional feudal 

practises such as the subordination of women in the family. 3 6 The Federation was limited 

to mobilizing women to work outside of the home and earn income. The mobilization of 

women's labour was concentrated in the rural areas. It would seem from the above 

discussion that the Federation's function in the promotion of women's interests was as an 

assistant to the Party who appeared to dictate the path of gender equality. In this respect, 

the Federation could not be considered an 'authentic interest group'. 

Legitimate Social Movement? Is the ACDWF an 'Authentic' Interest Group? 

It may seem ironic to measure the effectiveness and legitimacy of the Federation 

by the yardstick of 'interest group,' especially since this thesis has identified a liberal bias 

to defining what is an 'authentic interest group'. Rather, it has expanded the concept of 

'interest group' to include the Federation because it meets some of the criterion outlined 

in the definition of an interest group in the literature review. The Federation is an 

organization that has (1) common interests, (2) the ability to act on its own behalf (in 

varying degrees), (3) draws public attention to the concerns of its membership, (4) and 

elects its representatives. Consequently, applying the guidelines set out by the concept of 

'interest group' is a useful measure of the independence (assuming that there are different 

Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 164. 
Ibid, pg. 164. 
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levels of independence) of the Federation. Independence is an important measure of the 

responsiveness of the Federation to the interests of women. 

It is important to remember that this thesis does not dismiss the relevance or the 

importance of the concepts of interest groups, non-governmental organizations (NGO), or 

social movements (all related concepts). A l l of these concepts explore non-state actors. 

The Federation is usually considered a state actor or government organization, but this 

thesis suggests that its function is more complex and that it has some limited 

opportunities to act 'independently' from the government and therefore should be 

considered as sometimes operating in the realm of a non-state actor (or NGO). For the 

Federation to have a positive impact on the lives of women, it needs to embody the basic 

function of an advocacy group. Its inclusion in the category of 'interest group' is 

contingent on the Federation's ability to act independently for the best interests of 

women, especially when these interests may not be at the forefront of the CCP's agenda. 

The Ability of the Federation to Act Independently? 

It is also worthwhile to note that the Federation was part of the consultation 

process and "jointly formulated" the Marriage Law. 3 7 Thus, it could be argued that the 

Federation seemed to have some influence in the policies that affect women. Indeed, the 

final draft of the Marriage took eighteen months of deliberation and consultation between 

the Women's Federation, the government, and other women's groups (women's 

associations that were not yet a part of the Federation). In the end, however, the final 

authority of the contents of the Marriage Law rested with the government. 

Nevertheless, in my opinion there were some instances where the Federation acted 

independently, when independence is defined as acting in a "mediating role between the 
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bureaucracy and the general population" and when it attempts to expand the agenda of the 

Party. 3 8 There were indications that the Federation was capable of challenging the 

government's actions. The Federation revealed cases where there was resistance to the 

laws by the officials and local Party and cadre leaders. They actively publicized the cases 

and even criticized the cadres who they believed were overly conservative whom either 

"ignored or suspended the new rights of women and even at time abused the provision of 

the law." 3 9 The most blatant of cases occurred in southern China where it had been 

liberated for the shortest amount of time. These publications and the demands of the 

Federation in the uneven application of the Marriage Law likely contributed to the 

government's réévaluation of its policies and the implementation of women's rights. The 

work of the Federation and their indirect criticisms of the government's policy 

implementation process contributed to the 1953 Marriage Law Educational Campaign. 

The Seesaw of the Federation's Ability to Act 'Independently' 

It is widely recognized that this campaign was the first time when the "rhetorical 

commitment to marriage reform and the women's rights issues were accorded the 

organizational attention and energy... considered important to revolution and 

construction."4 0 Along with the new commitment to increasing public awareness of the 

new marriage reforms, the government also re-organized the local court system to ensure 

that they were more responsive to Party policies. For the Federation, the government 

created permanent regional work committees that acted in a supervisory position for local 

women's associations. These changes enhanced the rural and local level compliance to 

3 7 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 230. 
3 8 Lucian W. Pye, Mass Participation in Communist China: Its Limitations and the Continuity of Culture, 
pg. 8. 
3 9 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 235. 
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the Marriage Law. The strengthening of the local women's association further increased 

the central control of the Federation and that of the Party, because the committees were an 

operational extension of the Women's Federation Central Executive. 

The Party wanted to maintain control over the Federation and its activities to 

ensure that their participation in the Marriage Law Campaigns did not overstep the 

Party's visions for the reforms. Party directives in 1952 indicated that there was concern 

that the Federation would deviate from the 'true purpose' of the marriage reforms and 

would become too leftist or feminist. Therefore, they needed to be controlled. According 

to Kay Ann Johnson this further emphasized the Federation's subordination to the Party.4 1 

The Party dominated the Women's Federation Executive, in addition, the re-organization 

of the regional associations gave the C C P more influence and control over the activities 

of the "large amorphous Federation."4 2 

The Federation was under greater organizational control of the CCP after the 1953 

Marriage Law Campaigns. As an organization, they were unable to formulate policies and 

programs according to their needs and were more often than not simply following the 

directions of the Party. And yet, all the campaigns and laws regarding women were 

considered in its domain. The A C D W F ' s lack of authority was further exemplified when 

the CCP quietly withdrew its marriage reforms from the forefront of its policy 

campaigns.4 3 It began to focus on issues of production and women's inclusion in the 

economy; the issues of gender equality and family reforms were considered issues of 

secondary importance. Federation members and the committee members of the Through 

4 0 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and the Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 139. 
4 1 Ibid, pg. 140. 
4 2 Ibid, pg. 140. 
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Implementation of the Marriage Law reached the conclusion that family reforms needed 

to continue on a long-term basis. 4 4 They believed that the success of the women's 

movement depended on the government's active involvement in promoting marriage 

reforms, thus, the education campaigns needed to be extended. There was also a 

consensus that the unintended results of the marriage reforms, such as the high divorce 

rates, the escalating number of women committing suicide and murdered by their 

husbands, needed to be addressed. Some Federation officials (Shanghai and Yunnan 

branches) believed that it was 'too easy' to divorce' 4 5 however, the prevailing opinion 

was to continue with reforms, perhaps in a modified manner. Nevertheless, the 

government chose to retreat to the "Yenan" approach to gender equality, promoting the 

positive aspects of women working outside the home. Further illustrating the power of the 

C C P in determining the goals and the function of the A C D W F . 

The Federation appeared to be powerless to act except in the most superficial of 

functions as information mediators and liaisons to encourage change. Yet another 

example of independent thinking arose during the Eighth Party Congress in 1956. Deng 

Yingzhao and Cai Zhang representatives of the Federation4 6 presented a report that was 

critical of the government and trade union's misguided attempts of gender equality. They 

accused the government of neglecting women's interests and discriminating against 

Explanations vary for the decreased importance of implementing marriage reforms. The violent 
resistance to the reforms and the return to the Yenan approach to gender equality all played a role. 
4 4 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and the Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 148. 
4 5 Nei l Diamant, Re-examining the Impact of the 1950 Marriage Law: State Improvisation, Local Initiative  
and Rural Family Change, pg. 183-185. 
4 6 Deng Yingzhao (wife to Zhou Enlai) held the position of Federation Vice President and in 1949 held the 
position of C C P Second Secretary of the Women's Movement Committee. Cai Zhang (wife to L i Fuchu) 
held the position of Federation President and in 1949 she held the position of C C P Secretary of the 
Women's Movement Committee. 
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women and disregarding the function of the Federation.4' Deng Yingzhao and Cai Zhang 

gave detailed description of cases where women were subject to gender discriminatory 

conditions such as overly physical work and unreasonable quotas that decreased women's 

opportunity to be employed. In addition, they revealed cases where women were subject 

to discriminatory hiring practises, where enterprises refused to hire them. They also 

condemned the Party, the Youth League, various enterprises, and trade unions for not 

readjusting their conditions for participation and addressing the special needs of its 

female members. Deng Yingzhao and Cai Zhang were also highly critical of the lack of 

female participation especially in leadership roles and participation in the political and 

economic arenas.48 They gave examples of employment promotions that were 

disproportionately unfavourable to women based on the idea that "cadres thought that 

even three women were not equal to one man." 4 9 This speech contradicted the image of 

the Federation as a passive government organization. 

Clearly, the Federation cannot be considered simply as an extension of the Party 

and the typical mass organization, it did present criticisms of the Party and its policies. 5 0 

It is also incorrect to assert that the Federation was independent of the Party. These 

conflicting statements are confusing but in the case of Federation, they are both accurate 

descriptions. It is probably more precise to describe the Federation as a pragmatic mass 

organization with strong ties to the government. It was capable of using its relationship 

4 7 Yingzhao Deng and Cai Zhang, "Report of the Eight Congress," Foreign Language Press. Peking 1956 
cited in Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 354. 
4 8 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 258. 
4 9 Ibid, pg. 258. 
5 0 Naihua Zhang argued that during the first ten years of the existence of the Federation, its duties were i l l 
defined. Consequently, she suggested that the Federation had greater autonomy when compared to its role 
in the Great Leap Forward where its function was restricted to applying government policies. Naihua 
Zhang, The All-China Women's Federation, Chinese Women and the Women's Movement: 1949-1993, 
pg. 187-225 andpg. 235-313. 
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with the Party to selectively assert an agenda that may be different from the government. 

It is apparent that the Federation was capable of supporting their beliefs of how best to 

address the needs of women when it revealed the inaction of cadres with the Marriage 

Law but also that they could stand up and criticize the Party. Of course the C C P did not 

support these criticisms but it did not appear to censor or punish the Federation for these 

actions. It is unclear of the impact of the Federation's criticisms. Certainly, the 

Federation's criticisms of the Marriage Law contributed to the creation of the educational 

campaign and appears to be an example of 'reactive independence' where the A C W F 

reacts to the existing situation within the confines of C C P policy. The effect of Deng 

Yingzhao's and Cai Zhang's evaluation of the progress of gender equality is more 

difficult to evaluate and not a strong example of 'proactive independence' where it directs 

the C C P into new issues areas. But it is interesting to note that the government took the 

position that the 

emancipation of women and their equality with men are impossible 
and must remain so as long as women are excluded from socially 
productive work and restricted to housework, which is private. The 
emancipation of women becomes possible only when women are 
enabled to take part in production on a large, social scale and when 
domestic duties require their attention to a minor degree.51 

The C C P changed its focus from rights to issues of female participation in production and 

its correlation to the status of women, precisely the area that Deng Yingzhao and Cai 

Zhang had emphasized held the most promise for gender equality. This perspective 

remained a persuasive guide for the path of women's rights throughout the 1950s and 

1960s when the country endured the futile efforts of the G L F and a series of economic 

plans to revitalize the economy. The CCP claimed that their attention to gender equality 

5 lElisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 157. 
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had not lessened and was refocused on programs centred on women's labour. As a result, 

the Federation became responsible for encouraging women to seek non-household 

employment. The women's associations in rural areas had the added task of mediating 

and supporting women who sought employment in male dominated occupations. 

In 1967, the Party recommended that the Women's Federation be suspended along 

with other mass organizations such as the Communist Youth League and various trade 

unions. The Federation and its nationally circulated magazine, Zhongguo Funu were 

suspended because the "class struggle priorities of the Cultural Revolution" were more 

* 52 

important. Despite the suspension of the Women's Federation, women's issues 

continued to be addressed during the Cultural Revolution. The struggle of women and a 

feminist viewpoint was an integral component to the class struggle. Women were 

encouraged to become more politically active, to join associations and take leadership 

roles in politics and production. No doubt, the disillusionment of the Women's 

Federation was a psychological set back to the cause of women's rights but from a realist 

standpoint the struggle for the liberation of women did not end. 

The disillusionment of the A C W F during the Cultural Revolution seemed to give 

credence to common belief of the Federation's subordinated status. It certainly illustrates 

the power of the C C P but what does it reveal about the Federation? It reveals that despite 

the earlier examples where the Federation challenged government policy and even openly 

criticized the deficiencies of the state, at the most basic level the Federation was under the 

control of the CCP. And yet, the Party could not stop the Federation's criticisms, which 

raises the interesting question about the A C W F ' s future actions. Perhaps, these incidents 

of defiance were the seeds that spawned future actions. 
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The A C W F functioned in a manner that was both consistent and inconsistent of a 

mass organization. The most pressing issue is what was the impact of the Federation and 

how did women and the public at large, view the organization? 

The Impact of the Federation: A New Beginning for Women? 

The creation of a government sponsored women's organization marked a radical 

change in the philosophy of how to transform the lives of women. To improve the lives of 

women, revolution needed to be initiated through the incorporation of socialism in China. 

The new government of the People's Republic viewed the creation of the Federation as a 

significant development in the advancement of women's freedoms. Moreover, it was an 

important organization for the government. It would facilitate the Party's influence over 

the women's movement and utilize its power for the C C P agenda. It had a long-range 

purpose of establishing ties and relationships between women of various classes and 

forging a relationship between women and the state. Similarly, it was also considered an 

ideal vehicle for mass line initiatives. 

However, the impact of the Federation was not uniform nor was its function the 

same. There were urban and rural differences. In rural areas, women's groups were 

involved in organizing work teams in the fields or factories, some were actively involved 

in promoting literacy, in other villages they formed 'conscious raising' groups that 

studied Marxist writings and newspapers but they all provided emotional support for its 

members. Certainly, the women's associations in the urban centres provided these 

practical functions for its members but the education and awareness of women's issues, 

and the rights of women outlined in the Common Program and the 1950 Marriage Law 

were higher than those of their rural counterparts. In urban areas such as Shanghai and 

Judith Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China, pg. 228. 
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Beijing, there was a greater adherence to the reforms. In addition, women's associations 

in urban centres exerted greater political activism. There are anecdotal accounts and first 

hand accounts that support the rural-urban divide. Researchers have found that there is a 

persistent disparity between rural and urban areas. In the rural areas, women were much 

slower to adopt reforms and embrace the new role of women in the economy and society. 

The relatively higher standard of living, education levels, and access to information are 

commonly cited factors that may account for this rural-urban divide that continues today. 

From the perspective of local feminists the establishment of the Federation was 

hailed in general as a positive step for gender equality. But there were questions raised 

regarding the productive capability of any women's group that relied completely on the 

state to emancipate women. Individuals such as Shen Jilan a local women's work leader; 

proclaimed that women needed to be actively and independently involved and recognized 

the limitation of the rights framework and the difficulties of "converting new rights into 

standards of social behaviour."5 3 

Emancipation of women is first and foremost the business of 
women...it is important that the full realization of their rights must 
depend upon their own struggle and can never be bestowed upon 
them by others.54 

The Communist Party echoed these sentiments, and also recognized their limited ability 

to end gender inequality. Certainly, the government could introduce legislation to protect 

the rights of women and impose penalties for non-compliance; however, feminists 

believed that Chinese women, singularly and as a collective were at the forefront of 

negotiating their role and status in society.5 5 

5 3 Jilan Shen, "How we became Equal," Renmin Ribao (May 26, 1950). 
5 4 Yingzhao Deng, "National Speech on May 14, 1950," reprinted in Renmin Ribao (May 26, 1950). 
5 5 Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 224. 
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The early leaders of the Federation, Deng Yingzhao (vice president) and Cai 

Zhang (president), shared a common positive vision for the potential impact of the 

Federation because they had personal guanxi linkages. 5 6 Kimberley Manning suggests 

that their interpersonal network influenced the goals of early feminist leaders. Deng 

Yingzhao and Cai Zhang both had high-ranking government cadre husbands, Zhou Enlai 

57 • 

and L i Fuchu. This affected the organization of women. Not only did the Federation 

have organizational and structural linkages with the CCP but there were also personal 

relationships born out of the "husband-wife teams" that Manning asserted bound the 

Federation with the Party and limited its independence. In light of the earlier discussion 

of the criticisms that Deng Yingzhao and Cai Zhang made against the Party during the 

Eight Party Congress, it would appear that their remarks may have reflected a particular 

faction in the Party. It is unclear today the extent and influence of these personal ties and 

i f they continue to traverse Party and Federation lines. 

The perspective of the ordinary woman on the development of the Federation is 

murky. It is more difficult to gauge the impact of the Federation. There has not been a 

systematic study that traced its impact. The Federation reported that its creation was met 

with enthusiasm and high hopes that it would be a positive change for the women's rights 

movement. The average woman evaluated the A C W F in a pragmatic manner - how the 

Federation affected their lives. From women's personal biographies, anecdotal reports, 

and the accounts of the A C W F about this time the only conclusion that can be reached 

regarding the Federation is that it had a varying effect on the lives of women. Some 

changes such as women's rights to inherit and educational opportunities were tentatively 

56 Guanxi refers to personal networks and relationships. In China, the impact of guanxi can be significant. 
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viewed in a positive manner but they had serious questions about the Federation's support 

of the Marriage law especially the right to divorce. Reforms that changed the traditional 

family were viewed suspiciously especially by older women who saw the strengthening 

of women rights as an erosion of their traditional power over the younger women in their 

family. Many of the reforms that were supported by the A C W F representatives were 

initially resisted by women, such as women's participation in production and male 

dominated roles in agricultural production. This resistance subsided in most areas with 

the continual efforts of the Federation. The penetration and the presence of the 

Federation were not uniform. The resources of the Federation and women's access to 

these resources varied from region to region. Consequently, it is not possible to say that 

the Federation had either a positive or negative impact on the lives of women. It gave 

women more options and the opportunity to free themselves from the restrictions of the 

traditional patriarchal family. However, the overall impact of the Federation was uneven. 

Summary 

The CCP ' s philosophy of mass line was the defining principle in the creation of 

the Federation. In that regard, the purpose of this mass organization was to give women a 

voice within government structure as well as to act as an active mediator between the 

state and society. 5 8 In hindsight, the development of the Women's Federation was a 

logical step for the CCP. A women's group that was under Party control would be able to 

monitor and selectively mobilize women, while appearing to address their interests. 

According to the CCP, the A C W F could effectively appeal to the interest of women. The 

5 7 Kimberley Manning, "Ties that Bind: Gender and Guanxi in Women's Organizing," from "Women  
Organizing in China Conference." held at Wolfson College, Oxford University, England, July 12-16 1999. 
5 8 Naihua Zhang, "The All-China Women's Federation, Chinese Women and the Women's Movement:  
1949-1993." pg. 4. 
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amalgamation of multiple women's groups into a single women's organization that was 

responsible to the government for its actions is a common explanation for researchers 

who discount the significance of the Federation. They assert that the CCP ' s control and 

influence of the agenda and actions of the Federation would, at the very least, circumvent 

women's popular activism and therefore their independence. The A C W F operates in a 

curious environment where it is formally under the organizational subordination of the 

C C P with no official standing with the formal networks of policy development. It seems 

to lack the autonomy to define the interests of women, but they have acted autonomously 

on occasion, without the explicit support of the Party. The organizational structure of the 

A C W F is less complex than other mass organizations such as trade unions. This may in 

the future, facilitate greater independence. 

This period was one of great change and growth for women's rights but it was 

also a period that had many negative connotations for the development of China. The 

Cultural Revolution revealed the inadequacies of the women's movement. According to 

Elisabeth Croll, the experience of the Cultural Revolution "re-established the value of the 

women's organizations among women and led to the rebuilding of the women's 

movement."5 9 The Women's Federation was slowly rebuilt in the early 1970s at the 

provincial level and the reconstitution of the national level of the Federation was 

completed in 1978. Interestingly, the Cultural Revolution ushered in a new era for the 

women's movement. The following chapter wi l l discuss the development of the 

Federation after its reconstitution and focus on its activities and its adherence to 

government policies. 

Elisabeth Croll , Feminism and Socialism in China, pg. 316. 



103 

CHAPTER 5 

UN-CHARTERED TERRITORY: R E F O R M AND SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

Chapter Four discussed the development of the A C W F and its relationship with 

the Chinese Communist Party. It illustrated that there were instances when the Federation 

was critical of the government's approach to the liberation of women and advocated for 

changes based on its interpretation of what was in the best interests of women. The 

disbanding of the Federation and the advent of the Cultural Revolution was a natural 

division between Chapter Four and Five. The purpose of this chapter is to explore the 

changes the A C W F experienced after its disbandment and to examine the declining state 

control over society. The continued erosion of the work unit system has been well 

documented and yet its impact on social organizations in China needs be more closely 

examined. The overarching theme of chapter four as well as this chapter is the 

Federation's ability to address the interests of women to enhance gender equality. This 

question continues to be examined in this final chapter and takes on a new dimension 

with the relaxation of state control over society. The diminishing vertical control 

structure of the state has had a two fold effect on social organizations in China: (1) the 

development of the A C W F with horizontal ties to international feminist organizations, 

and (2) the formation of new women's groups. One of the most important theoretical 

discussions wil l be the future of the Federation as a mass organization and the possibility 

for it to become an 'authentic' non-governmental organization (NGO). Ultimately, the 

ability of the Federation to address the needs and interests of women in the reform era of 

1978-1999 is critical for its authority as the voice for women's rights. 
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The full impact of the Cultural Revolution is unknown, especially in regards 

towards women.1 Access to information regarding this era is limited and there have been 

few comprehensive studies on the experiences of women. Nevertheless, the information 

that is available depicts the effect of the Cultural Revolution as both positive and negative 

on women. Logically, the disbandment of the Women's Federation would suggest that 

the Cultural Revolution had a negative effect on women since it was the only national 

organization to represent the interests of women. However, women's issues and the 

obstacles they faced continued to be addressed in revolutionary slogans and media 

campaigns. The Party continued to express the importance for the advancement of 

women's political interests and employment/economic rights. During this time, a greater 

number of women were employed, recruited into the CCP, and had positions in 

government organizations. Women had a greater opportunity to be politically active and 

involved in organizations outside of the home.3 The national level of the A C W F was 

reconstituted in 1978, and the re-establishment of provincial offices began in 1972-1973. 

The end of the Cultural Revolution and the introduction of market reforms 

ushered in a new era for the A C W F and for the broader women's movement. 

Recognizing this, the cumulative weight of the reforms must be examined. This chapter 

wi l l explore the changes in the function, priorities, discretionary power, and the new 

challenges that the Women's Federation is encountering. 

1 The Cultural Revolution (CR) 1966-1976 is often characterized as a chaotic and turbulent ten year period. 
The policies of the C R were not uniformly carried out. 
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Changing Role of the Federation: The 1978 Open Door Economic Policy 

In 1978, Deng Xiaoping introduced economic reforms and the "opening up" 

(gaige kaifang) of China. These reforms facilitated foreign investment into the PRC and 

also stimulated the relaxation of government control over society.4 These changes in 

addition to the temporary disbanding of the Federation led to the redefinition of the 

A C W F ' s function. The cessation of A C W F activities illustrated to Party members and 

feminist supporters such as Song Qing-ling (widow of Sun Yat-sen) that the liberation of 

women was incomplete. According to Song Qing-ling, the Federation did not function as 

a powerful 'interest group' for women. If the Federation was a strong 'interest group' 

then the termination of the A C W F would have had negative repercussions for the 

progress of gender equality. Moreover, the duties of the Federation were closely related 

to the socialist development strategies of the Party and it was evident that it lacked 

autonomy.5 It functioned consistently as a mass organization disseminating gendered 

policy information. Prior to the market reforms, the function of the A C W F was to serve 

2 The A C W F and the Chinese scholars tend to characterize the C R as an overwhelmingly negative ten year 
period for women and gender equality. Western specialists, on the other hand, tend to characterize the C R 
in a more positive light. 
3 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 158 & 194. 
4 The post-Mao reforms had and continue to have far reaching implications for the economic and political 
participation of women. The introduction of market reforms increased the unemployment rate for women. 
See for example, Sarah Cook and Susie Jolly, Unemployment, Poverty, and Gender in Urban China:  
Perceptions and Experiences of Laid off Workers in Three Chinese Cities, Sussex: Institute of Development 
Studies, 2000; Tamara Jacka, Women's Work in Rural China: Change and Continuity in an Era of Reform; 
Feng X u , Women Migrant Workers in China's Economic Reform: Interweaving Gender, Class, and Place  
of Origin, Toronto: York University (Ph.D Dissertation), 1998; Gina La i and Christine Bose, Gender  
inequality in the Labour Market of Contemporary Urban China, Paper Presented at the 1991 American 
Sociological Meeting. Market reforms have also affected women's participation in government and 
politics. There was a series of informative articles in the journal Chinese Law and Government, vol. 26 
(1993) edited by Stanley Rosen regarding the progress of women's political participation in the post-Mao 
era and explanations for the low level of women's participation. Dr. Rosen also wrote an informative article 
entitled, "Women and Political Participation in China," Pacific Affairs, vol. 68 no. 3 (1995), pg. 315-341. 
The following book is also useful: Xiaoming Wang, We too are Masters of the Country: Topic on Chinese  
Women's Participation in State and Political Affairs, Beijing: China Intercontinental Press, 1995. 
5 Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China, pg. 195. 
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as an aide to the CCP. The Federation was considered the "representative and protector 

of women's interests" but this role was vague and undefined. 

It was not until the 1980s, that the A C W F was given a more comprehensive and 

broader mandate. The Central Committee in Apri l of 1983, announced changes to the 

Federation's mandate to commit to "the protection, firmly and resolutely, the legal rights 

of women and children; to nurture, educate children; to bring the importance of women in 

constructing a socialist material and spiritual civilization." 6 Furthermore, the Party 

helped define the Federation's agenda into five primary priorities: 

1) Unite and mobilize women to participate in China's reforms 
and opening-up program and the drive for socialist modernization 
and advance economic progress and overall social betterment. 

2) Educate and guide the Chinese women to strengthen their sense 
of self-respect, self-confidence, self-improvement and self-reliance, 
promote the all around improvement of women and train more 
women professionals. 

3) Participate in the democratic management and supervision of 
state and public affairs on behalf of women, contribute to the 
adoption of laws, decrees and regulations on women and children 
and uphold the lawful rights and interests of women and children. 

4) Provide services to women and children, enhance contacts with 
the general public and coordinate and promote activities that meet 
the interests of women and children. 

5) Consolidate and enhance the unity among women of all 
nationalities in China, develop friendly ties with women in Hong 
Kong, Macao, and Taiwan and with overseas Chinese women and 
thus, promote the great cause of China's reunification. Actively 
develop friendly exchanges with women of other countries to deepen 
understanding and friendship and safeguard world peace.7 

6 C C P Central Committee, Apr i l 1983. 
7 Muhua Chen, "Introduction to the All-China Women's Federation," Women's International Network  
News, (Autumn 1995), pg. 60. 
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Economic reforms transformed the role of the Federation in protecting women's 

rights. In the pre-reform period, its function was i l l defined and tended to follow the 

Party's interpretation of women's needs. While the Party implemented a program for the 

Federation that was more responsive to the interests of women, it also had the expectation 

that the close organizational ties with the state would be maintained and the Federation 

would continue to function within the constraints of a mass organization. In the Twelfth 

National People's Congress, for example, there was the clear expectation that the 

Federation would represent and protect the interests of women and children while still 

operating as an authoritarian mass organization. 

The result of the general relaxation of the CCP ' s control over the individual and 

mass organizations led to the expansion of the Federation's mandate and also to the rise 

of social activism. Obviously, there has been a long history of participation in traditional 

social groups such as labour unions but new social organizations were emerging in areas 

such as environmental protection and the formation of women's 'interest groups' (liyi 

jituan, liyi quntif that were external to the Women's Federation. These women's 

interests groups first appeared in the middle of the 1980s, in Shanghai and other major 

city centres.10 These groups were loosely organized and formed associations based upon 

occupation, professional designations, and even by age.11 This was a significant 

development for the women's movement and by 1989, there were over two thousand 

8 See for example, Jude Howell, "The Struggle for Survival: Prospects for the Women's Federation in Post-
Mao China," World Development, vol. 24 no. 1 (1996), pg. 129-143; Gordon White, Jude Howell, and 
Shang Yiaoyuan (eds.), In Search of Civi l Society Market Reforms and Social Change in Contemporary  
China, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996. 
9 The Chinese literature uses these two terms for interest groups. 
1 0 Yihong Jin. "The A C W F : Challenges and Trends," pg. 131. 
1 1 Ibid, pg. 131. 
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women's associations. There is no doubt that women were becoming more socially 

aware and participating in organizations that were created not for the purpose of 

addressing mass line initiatives. Indeed, these new 'interest groups' 1 3 could not be 

considered the traditional mass organization, however, they maintained close ties with the 

traditional social organizations. These new women's 'interest groups' according to Jin 

Yihong were guided by the Women's Federation and deferred to it leadership, thus, they 

did not instigate radical feminist ideas. However, they stimulated a renewed sense of 

optimism and brought a new voice to gender equality. For the Federation, it was in an 

unenviable situation. It needed to maintain organizational legitimacy, so the A C W F could 

not deviate too far from the Party's central policies. But it also had to maintain their 

representative authority with the masses and contend with the demands of non-Federation 

women's groups and local level Federation representatives who wanted the national 

organization to better represent the interests of women. 

Participation in the NGO Forums: Further Changes to the Federation 

A partial answer to this difficult and sometimes competing dual function of the 

Federation came in the 1990s. Again, there was a significant change in the social system. 

There was the continual relaxation of state control over society as illustrated by the 

decline of the work unit (danwei) system,1 4 the strengthening of the Federation's role in 

promoting women's rights, and the increased access to electronic technology.1 5 But even 

more importantly, the Communist Party encouraged the Federation to participate in the 

1 2 Ibid, pg. 131. 
1 3 There was a short discussion of social movements and interests in the literature review on page 40-41. 
1 4 The danwei system had lost most of its power to monitor and control the lives its members including its 
ability to organize and motivate workers. 
1 5 Women's access to electronic communication such as e-mail, the internet and fax machines has enhanced 
the communication network for the women's movement. For further information please read: Stacey 
Davis, "Women Online: Beijing," Circles, vol. IV (1996), pg. 65-66. 
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United Nations Non-Governmental (NGOs) 1 6 Forums. These forums were a unique 

opportunity to forge bilateral ties with international research institutes, women and 

children's foundations and feminist organizations. Notwithstanding the potential 

economic and educational opportunities from these international relationships, 

Federation representatives were also exposed to "concepts and the mechanism of non

governmental organization in China." 1 7 Their explorations on the ideas and functions of 

NGOs was encouraged by the government when the United Nations announced that 

China and the A C W F would be hosting the 1995 United Nations Fourth World 

Conference on Women and the N G O forum. In fact, the government was extremely 

supportive and ultimately established an organizing committee in August 1993 that 

explored three questions: (1) what was an N G O , (2) what was the function of an N G O 

forum, and (3) how Chinese women's organizations, in particular, the A C W F would fit 

1 Q 

within these concepts? The CCP believed that in order to facilitate the effective 

participation of Chinese women in the Conference as well as to promote the progress of 

women's liberation in China, these basic questions needed to be answered. 

In the process of investigating these fundamental questions, there was a surge of 

interest in the existence of NGOs in China, whether the A C W F could be considered an 

N G O 1 9 and more importantly, i f a "non-governmental organization and a government 

1 6 This thesis uses Naihua Zhang's definition of a non-governmental organization as the "opposite of the 
state and for profit organizations furthermore, they are non-bureaucratic, voluntary, flexible, effective, and 
representing only the interest of their constituency." Naihua Zhang, Searching for Authentic NGOs: The  
N G O Discourse and the Women's Organizations in China, pg. 162. 
1 7 Bohong L iu , "The All-China Women's Federation and Women's NGOs ," in Ping-chun Hsiung, Maria 
Jaschok, Cecilia Milwertx with Red Chan (eds.), Chinese Women Organizing, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001, pg. 141. 
1 8 Ibid, pg. 143. 
1 9 The debate regarding the A C W F ' s status as a non-governmental or a governmental organization is fierce. 
For further information please refer to Naihua Zhang, Searching for 'Authentic' NGOs: The N G O  
Discourse and Women's Organizations in China, pg. 159-179; Xiaolan Bao and Wu X u , "Feminist 
Collaboration between Diaspora and China," in Ping-chun Hsiung, Maria Jaschok, Cecilia Milwertx with 
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organization (GO) could be partners and not political opponents." This spurred interest 

in the Federation and its claims that it is the world's largest N G O . And more 

significantly, raised the issue of the possibility of the emergence of a civil society and a 

public space for interest groups in China. 

Civil Society in China? 

At the heart of the concept of civil society is the belief that social associations 

play an integral function of limiting the role of the state in society and more generally in 

the economy. It reflects the "desire to curb the power of overweening states through a 

sphere of social organizations that enjoy more or less autonomy from the state."21 It is a 

common assumption that the existence of a civil society is an important element for the 

creation of a democratic state. A well formed civil society with numerous autonomous 

associations "implies a degree of separation in the relationship between state and society, 

22 

such that much social life goes on without reference to state dictates and policies." As a 

consequence, "individuals have identities as citizens that are independent of whatever 

Red Chan (eds.), Chinese Women Organizing. New York: Oxford University Press, 2001, pg. 79-99; Ping-
Chun Hsiung and Y u k - L i n Renita Wong, " Jie Gui - Connecting the Tracks: Chinese Women's Activism 
Surrounding the 1995 World Conference on Women in Beijing, Gender and History, vol. 10 no. 3 (1998), 
pg. 470-497; Bohong L iu , The All-China Women's Federation and Women's NGOs, pg. 141-157; Naihua 
Zhang and X u Wu, "Discovering the Positive Within the Negative; The Women's Movement in a 
Changing China," in Amrita Basu (ed.), The Challenge of Local Feminisms: Women's Movement in a  
Global Perspective, Boulder: Westview Press, 1995; Wang Zheng, " A Historic Turning Point for the 
Women's Movement in China," Signs, vol. 22 (1996), pg. 192-199; Wang Zheng, "Maoism, Feminism, and 
the U N Conference on Women: Women's Studies Research in Contemporary China," Journal of Women's  
History, vol. 8 (1997), pg. 126-152. 
2 0 Bohong L iu , The All-China Women's Federation and Women's NGOs, pg. 143. 
2 1 Jude Howell, Bingyao Sun, Ying, Wang, Gordon White, and Xiaoye Zhe, "Market Reform and C i v i l 
Society: A Chinese Case Study," A Discussion Paper for UNRISD, Geneva: United Nations Research 
Institute for Social Development, 1994, pg. 1. 
2 2 Martin K . Whyte, "Urban China: A C i v i l Society in the Making," in Arthur Lewis Rosenbaum (ed.), 
State and Society in China: The Consequences of Reform, Boulder: Westview Press, 1992, pg. 77. 
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relationships they may have with the organizations and political categories established by 

the state and its leaders."23 The term, civil society, for this discussion is defined as the: 

Redistribution of control over economic resources together with an 
intermittently more liberal social and political climate has created 
the basis of and context for, new forms of socio-political 
participation and organization, to varying degrees of independent of 
and/or in the opposition to the Party/state. To the extent that these 
actions and institutions are self-organized on a voluntary basis and 
enjoy a degree of independence from the Party/state, they merit the 
term 'civi l society.' In any long term or institutionalized sense, civil 
society of this kind could not exist in the context of the pervasive 
system of socio-political controls, which characterized Chinese 
Marxist-Leninist state socialism in the pre-reform era. 2 4 

The reform era stimulated far-reaching economic liberalization and to a more limited 

extent, political liberalization as well. O f course, there are critics who would disagree 

with the idea of the presence of a civil society in China or even the liberalization of 

politics. The government's attitudes and actions against associations such as Falungong 

and the repression of the 1989, pro-democracy movement are commonly cited as 

evidence that the assertion of a significant public sphere/space for interest groups in the 

P R C is exaggerated. 

In looking at the presence (or lack thereof ) of public space for civil associations 

the topic of corporatism is also a major theoretical consideration of the contemporary 

state-society relationship in China. 2 6 Corporatism has usually been represented as the 

1 3 Ibid, pg. 77. 
2 4 Gordon White, Riding the Tiger: Politics of Economic Reform in Post Mao China. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1993, pg. 217-218. 
2 5 Amnesty International has been an vocal opponent of the Chinese government's imprisonment of citizens 
for participating in demonstrations and religious activities. O f particular interest is the following 
publication: Amnesty International, Women in China: Imprisoned and Abused for Dissent. New York: 
Amnesty International U S A Press, 1995. It describes women's experiences in prisons, lengthy detainment 
procedures, and mistreatment. 
2 6 There has been interesting work on using civil society and corporatism in the analysis of social and 
economic associations. For further information regarding these associations and please refer to Yijiang 
Ding, "Corporatism and Civ i l Society in China: A n Overview of the Debate in Recent Years," China  
Information, vol. 12 no. 4 (Spring 1998), pg. 44-67. For further information regarding the state and society 
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antithesis of civil society, however, Philippe C. Schmitter suggested that the concepts of 

civil society and corporatism should be considered as complementary and further defined 

corporatism as the "institutional arrangement for linking the associationally organized 

interests of civil society with the decisional structures of the state."27 This 

conceptualization of 'societal corporatism' may be significant in the case of the A C W F 

because of the institutional linkages between it and the state. The decline of the work unit 

and the rise of women's groups were a concern to the CCP, as well as, to the Federation. 

The Federation was given the added responsibility of "pre-empting the rise of 

independent organizations that the state could not control." In addition to this, Chinese 

law required all associations to register with the government. Moreover, the activities of 

these organizations were and continue to be monitored by a state "supervisory 

organization" (zhuguan bumen). Accordingly, the state's control over the development 

and the activities of associations would clearly indicate a corporatist relationship. 

Yet, despite the legal stipulations that limit the development of associations so 

that only one group should exist for each sector, social issue, or professional designation 

this does not always occur. Furthermore, state monitoring and control of these 

in China please look at following articles and books: Antia Chan, "Revolution or Corporatism? Workers 
and Trade Unions in Post-Mao China," The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, no. 29 (January 1993) 
pg. 31-61; Heath Chamberlain, "On the Search for C iv i l Society in China," Modern China, vol. 19 no. 2 
(1993), pg. 199-215; B i l l Jordan, The State : Authority and Autonomy, New York: Basil Blackwell, 1985; 
Jude Howell, "Refashioning State-Society Relations in China, "The European Journal of Development  
Research, vol. 6 no.1(1994), pg. 197-215; Kimberely Manning, Making Sense of Civ i l Society. British 
Columbia: U B C Press ( M A Thesis), 1997; Victor Nee and David Mozingo (eds.), State and Society in  
Contemporary China, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983; Minxin Pei, "Chinese Civic Associations," 
Modern China, vol. 24 no. 3 (1998), pg. 285-318; Fred Wakeman, " C i v i l Society and Public Sphere 
Debate," Modem China, vol. 19 no. 2 (1993); pg. 108-138; Gordon White, "Prospects for C i v i l Society in 
China: A Case Study of Xiaoshan City," Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, no. 29 (January 1993) , pg. 
63-82. 
2 7 Philippe C. Schmitter, "Sti l l the Century of Corporatism?" in Fredrick B . Pike and Thomas Stritch (eds.), 
The New Corporatism," London: The University of Notre dame Press, 1974, pg. 86. 
2 8 Naihua Zhang, The All-China Women's Federation: Chinese Women and the Women's Movement 1949- 
1993, pg. 616. 
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associations are not uniform. This is precisely the case for women's organizations. There 

are numerous women's groups that have wide ranging concerns regarding women's 

interests. Many of the new popular women's groups have somewhat ambiguous 

aspirations. Most of these associations can be categorized in three categories based on 

their functions. There are numerous research groups led by female intellectuals in 

varying disciplines with ties to academic institutes and female professionals. Most of 

these research groups are established in the organizers' institutions as research units, for 

example, at Tianjin Normal University there is a women's group called Tianjin Women's 

Studies Centre, which hosted the First Conference On Chinese Women and Development 

in 1993. According to L iu Bohong, there are over eighty women's research organizations 

29 

in China as of 1999. These associations are concerned with cross-disciplinary research, 

publishing discussion papers and hosting conferences to enhance education, academic 

study, and interest in women's issues.3 0 

Secondly, there are also numerous women's organizations dedicated to 

entertainment such as the Singles' Weekend Club (Danshen zhoumo julebu), the Migrant 

Women's Club (Dagongmei zhijai), and the Ark Family Centre (Fangzhou jianting 

zhongxin). But more importantly, there are also a substantial number of associations 

concerned with providing social services and support programs for women. Each group 

focuses on a specific issue or area of support that range from legal advice, health care 

services, counseling for women in abusive situations, and even hotlines for women who 

need information regarding sexuality. Some of the more prominent organizations include 

2 9 It is important to note that this includes research organizations that have been created jointly with the 
Federation and the Association of Social Sciences (shehui kexue lianhehui). One of the most well known 
research groups is the East Meets Feminist Translation West Group (dongxifang xiangyu xiaozu). Bohong 
Liu , The All-China Women's Federation and Women's NGOs, pg. 150. 
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the Beijing Centre for Women's Law Studies and Legal Services (Beijing daxue falwcuexi 

funu falu yanjiy yu fuwu zhongxin), the Chinese Women's Health Network, the Women's 

Media Watch Network (Funu chuanmei jiance wangluo) and the innovative but small, 

Tongzhi Pager Hotline (Tonzhi rexian) which provides information on homosexuality. 

These associations are significant for two reasons. Firstly, they are important 

because of their role in helping women and providing essential services. Secondly, it is 

remarkable that the state allows these 'interest groups' to exist. Of course, the 

government requires civil associations to register with the Civ i l Affairs Ministry 

according to the "Regulations on the Registration and Management of Social 

Organizations" (Shehui tuanti dengji guanli tiaoli). Nevertheless, several associations are 

not registered and the Civ i l Affairs Ministry continues to allow groups such as the Beijing 

University Centre for Women's Law Studies and Legal Services and the Migrant 

Women's Club to operate.31 One common assumption is that these groups are illegal but 

many of them have been investigated or at the very least, visited by local officials. 

However, organizations such as the Maple Women's Psychological Counselling Centre 

(Beijing hongfeng funu xinli zixun fuwu zhongxin) have declared themselves as, for-profit 

organizations. These organizations do not require a civil registration but their activities 

• 32 

are not for-profit and they continue to provide free services to women. 

A curious situation has emerged, where the C C P has not limited the existence of 

non-Federation organizations. It is unclear the extent of governmental interference in 

3 0 Ibid, pg. 150. 
3 1 Jianmei Guo, "Strategies and In-Between Spaces," in Ping-chun Hsiung, Maria Jaschok, Cecilia Milwertx 
with Red Chan (eds.), Chinese Women Organizing, New York: Oxford University Press, 2001, pg. 227. 
3 2 The Maple Women's Centre was previous registered as a non-profit organization. Naihua Zhang, 
"Searching for 'Authentic' NGOs: The N G O Discourse and Women's Organizations in China," in Ping-
chun Hsiung, Maria Jaschok, Cecilia Milwertx with Red Chan (eds.), Chinese Women Organizing, New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2001, pg. 164. 
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these groups' activities but from the limited accounts of groups such as the Beijing 

Women's Studies Group, it seems to indicate that the state does not control their 

* * • 33 • 

activities. I am not suggesting that this is evidence of a bona fide civil society but it 

does seem to indicate that there is a greater political and social space for interest groups. 

It is probably premature to call these organizations NGOs but they certainly should not be 

considered mass organizations and it may be more accurate to call them quasi-NGOs. 

Despite the fact that the Federation has proclaimed itself the largest N G O in the 

world with the support of the Communist Party, it is still generally not considered an 

N G O because of its close organizational relationship with the CCP. According to Naihua 

Zhang, its basic function, to "protect women's rights and interests and promote equality 

between men and women," should qualify it as an 'interest group'. 3 4 She further 

questions i f an "authentic N G O " could exist in China and identifies a Western bias in the 

definition of social associations and the perception of a legitimate social movement.35 It 

is probably more accurate to think of the Federation and women's groups on a continuum. 

Figure 5.1 A Continuum of Governmental and Non-Governmental Organizations. 

Governmental A C W F Non-Federation Non-Gov't 
Organization Social Organizations organizations 

If the strength of the linkage between the organization and the government is the 

key factor in recognizing a non-governmental organization; the Federation should be 

3 3 Jianmei Guo, Strategies and In-Between Spaces, pg. 227. 
3 4 Naihua Zhang, Searching for Authentic NGOs: The N G O Discourse and the Women's Organizations in  
China, pg. 163. 
3 5 Ibid, pg. 162. 
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considered to have an intermediate position as illustrated in figure 5.1. It is not a 

government organization but its activities as a mass organization, I believe, should 

classify it as a something in-between a governmental and non-governmental organization. 

Accordingly, non-Federation women's groups would occupy a position closer to the right 

because they tend to have a weaker linkage with the CCP. 

I hesitate to attribute the proliferation of women's groups to (the limited) political 

liberalization. Certainly, it has contributed to the state's greater tolerance to non-state 

inspired associations. However, a contributing explanation to why these groups have 

been allowed to continue their work is likely due to the fact that they are not promoting or 

causing social unrest. In addition, many of these groups provide essential services and 

basic information to their memberships. They are useful supplements to the existing 

government programs and fill an important void. 3 6 Consequently, the CCP may have 

been persuaded by pragmatic reasons to tolerate these associations, in addition to the 

lessening of state control over the individual. Despite the fact that these groups are not 

generally recognized as 'authentic non-governmental organizations' they have 

contributed to the women's movement by bringing another perspective, inspiring 

activism, and helping to expand the 'public space' for non-government created social 

organizations. This is a significant step forward for the development or continual 

development of a civil society. 

3 6 Many of these associations have organizational ties with the A C W F , which makes them indirectly linked 
with the CCP. It is this indirect tie with the government and the fact that many of these groups are 
registered by the civi l ministry that leads some civil society researchers to conclude that women's 
associations even those that do not have organizational ties with the Federation are not authentic NGOs. 
Researchers such as Bishwapriya Sanyal assert that any institutional linkage with the state and market 
institutions compromises an N G O ' s autonomy. Although I agree with Sanyal, in the case of China, i f the 
Women's Federation ended its organizational ties with the CCP it would likely decrease its power and 
effectiveness. In the case of non-Federation organizations it would have a lesser effect on its activities but 
their reliance on external sources of funding would be comprised. 
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The dialogue and infusion of information stimulated by hosting the World 

Conference contributed to the further formation of new women's organizations that were 

completely autonomous and not "united under the leadership of the Federation."3 7 In the 

past fifteen years there has been a rapid increase in the number of women's studies 

institutes, associations of female professionals, various social clubs and groups with a 

social welfare agenda. By 1993, there were over five thousand women-orientated social 

organizations. Each of these groups emerged with a unique philosophy for their purpose 

and interest in pursuing their memberships concerns for women's rights. Many of these 

groups have ties with the A C W F under varying degrees of Federation 'influence' but the 

landscape of women's organizations has become more complex. In this evolving 

situation, the ability of the Federation to identify and address the needs of women has 

come under increasing scrutiny. There is no question that the Federation still shares 

strong organizational ties with the CCP, but with the declining vertical control structure 

of the state, the logical assumption is that traditional mass organizations such as the 

Federation would have greater control over their agendas. Consequently, there should be 

a greater possibility for the A C W F to push the prescribed parameters of the 

government's central work into areas that the Party may not have ventured into. 

Potential Discretionary Power of the ACWF: Meeting the Needs of Women? 

A n intriguing question, therefore, is whether there has been any indications of a 

positive change in the discretionary power of the Women's Federation especially, since 

3 7 Yihong Jin, The A C W F : Challenges and Trends, pg. 131. 
3 8 Gordon White, Jude Howell, and Shang Yiaoyuan (eds.), Urban Women and the Women's Federation, 
pg. 92. 
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the C C P has asked it to help the state find solutions to social problems. In the past ten 

years, for example, the Federation has increasingly become more involved with the 

problem of domestic violence and its repercussions on the physical and mental well being 

of women and the family. While the CCP has never condoned the abuse of women and 

had repeatedly, in various speeches denounced physical abuse, they did not place the 

issue of domestic violence at the forefront of its plan of action for the liberation of 

women. 4 0 Clearly, the Party considers domestic violence not as important as, women's re

employment or other forms of violence to women (rape, kidnapping and sale of women). 

Violence against women is traditionally seen in China (as it is in many other 

countries) as a family/household matter. The Federation has been a vocal organization in 

demanding the prosecution of men who physically abuse their wives. Since the middle of 

the 1980s, the Federation has publicly revealed serious cases of abuse and murder with 

the help of the national media. More significantly, the Federation has sought justice for 

women who have been injured or murdered by their husbands. The A C W F is often the 

only organization (outside of the woman's natal family) to intervene and conduct 

investigations. The information from its investigations is "given to the Party and relevant 

government organs," to persuade them to prosecute offenders.41 Emily Honig and Gail 

Hershatter illustrated in their book, Personal Voices: Chinese Women in the 1980s, that 

most cases of domestic abuse were initially ignored by the local officials until the 

Federation intervened.42 The Federation has also indirectly criticized the legal system 

3 9 By discretionary power, I mean the ability for the A C W F to make decisions and direct their attention to 
issues that the C C P may not have previously identified as essential to the women's movement. 
4 0 The government has had a strong interest in preventing other forms of violence against women, such as 
kidnapping, the rape of women, female infanticide, the mistreatment of women who give birth to girls, 
women forced into prostitution, and even sexual harassment. 
4 1 Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter, Personal Voices: Chinese Women in the 1980s, pg. 298. 
4 2 Ibid, pg. 291-298. 
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and revealed the reluctance of government cadres and law enforcement personnel to 

intervene in these situations. 

In the original 1950 Marriage Law and the 1992 Women's Rights and Interests 

Law, the problem of domestic violence was not discussed.4 3 Although the 1980 Criminal 

Law of the PRC did mention the issue of wife-battering in the chapter titled, "Crimes of 

Disrupting Marriage and the Family." 4 4 Domestic abuse was not considered a serious 

crime. This was illustrated by the relatively light penalties and the curious omission in the 

1992 Women's Law (Appendix 1) of the problem of domestic abuse. The 1992 Women's 

Law was considered the most comprehensive law protecting women's rights and interests 

and yet it did not mention prohibiting domestic abuse. It did however, legislate against 

prostitution, female infanticide, the kidnapping and sale of women, and even the 

protection of a woman's reputation and human dignity (Chapter Six of the 1992 

Women's Law, titled "Rights to the Person").4 5 Xiaoming Pi , a respected lawyer, wrote 

the first white paper on the issue of domestic violence in China in 1991. This white paper 

received little media or government attention.46 After the white paper and cases of 

extreme violence against women by their partners, the Federation became even more 

The 1992 Women's Law stipulates in Article 35 that "it is prohibited to cruelly injure or k i l l women by 
superstitious or violent means." Xinhua Domestic Service, "Law Protecting Women's Rights and 
Interests," FBIS-CHI-92-072-S, pg. 19. It is interesting to note, that Changsha in Hunan province passed 
legislation in 1996 requiring police to intervene in cases of domestic abuse. 
4 4 The Criminal Law outlined that in cases of 'odious' physical abuse (emphasis Ann Jordan) the 
perpetrator could face up to two years in prison and i f there was serious injury or death he/she could face up 
to seven years of prison. However, i f the "husband or any other family member is careful not to inflict an 
odious blow or one that does not produce serious injury or death the government would not prosecute them, 
the victim must prosecute." Ann Jordan, Women's Rights in the People's Republic of China: Patriarchal  
Wine Poured From a Socialist Bottle, pg. 90-91. For example, a woman suffered a broken eardrum during 
a fight with her husband but the local court did not considered it as a serious injury so she had to prosecute 
her husband on her own and he was given one year in jail for the crime. Curiously, i f he had inflicted the 
same injury on someone outside of the family he likely would have received a more severe punishment. 
4 5 Xinhua Domestic Service, Law Protecting Women's Rights, Interests, pg. 19. 
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involved in publicizing these incidences, especially local level A C W F representatives. In 

addition, there were indications that this issue had garnered greater attention by the 

increasing number of women's groups providing aid to women in abusive situations, 

such as the Domestic Violence Injury Identification Centre in Qingdao and working 

groups against domestic violence in cities such as Beijing and Tianjin. These 

organizations provide a range of services that include counseling, legal advice, and 

pressuring local officials and the police to intervene/prosecute offenders. 

The 1995 World Conference further enhanced the Federation's research and 

activism in this area. The Federation found that domestic violence had become a greater 

problem. According to their poll, they found that over thirty percent of the households in 

large cities experience "varying degrees of domestic violence." 4 7 From 1980 to 1990, 

there has been an over twenty-five percent increase in the number of domestic violence 

48 i * i • 

cases. Accordingly, in 1998, the government established one hundred and seventy 

special courts to process cases of divorce, abandonment, and domestic violence. 4 9 The 

CCP also established in 1995, the first "identification of injury" service provided by the 

Beijing Higher People's Court. 5 0 This was hailed as a important step to the identification 

of women involved in abusive relationships and the prosecution of offenders. 

Yipaing Cai, Yuan Fen, and Yanqiu Guo, "The Women's Media Watch Network," in Ping-chun Hsiung, 
Maria Jaschok, Cecilia Milwertx with Red Chan (eds.), Chinese Women Organizing. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001, pg. 210-211. 
4 6 Ibid, pg. 143. 
4 7 Xinhua Domestic Service, " L i Peng Chairs N P C Discussion of Marriage Law Amendments," FBIS-CHI- 
2000-1225. 
4 8 Xinhua Domestic Service, " C P P C C Member Calls for Law to Curb Family Violence," FBIS-CHI-2002- 
0303. 
4 9 Al l -China Women's Federation, Fight Against Domestic Violence Emphasized in Law, Beijing: A C W F 
Publication, 2000, pg. 2. 
5 0 Ibid, pg. 2. 
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Despite the increasing interest and involvement of the C C P with the issue of 

domestic violence, can this be directly attributed to the activities of the Women's 

Federation? There is no clear evidence that the A C W F was the sole factor in persuading 

the C C P to address this issue. The Party claims that violence against women has been a 

longstanding concern, illustrated by the actions of Communist revolutionaries in the 

1930s that "prohibited husbands from beating their wives." 5 1 Nevertheless, in the 1950s 

"enforcement of such measures waned." 5 2 I believe that the Federation can be given 

some credit for bringing the CCP ' s attention to the problem of domestic violence. The 

influence of the Federation was illustrated during the revisions to the New Marriage Law. 

The Federation suggested that the New Marriage Law should include "provisions 

that violence should be prohibited," impose harsher penalties, and more explicit 

legislation. 5 3 The Party did not meet all of these requests. Nonetheless, the drafted 

amendments to the Marriage Law included a provision regarding domestic abuse. It 

stated that "domestic violence and other mal-treatment within the family are 

prohibited." 5 4 This is a change in Party policy. In the past, legislation protecting women 

did not target domestic abuse. This would seem to indicate that the Federation has some 

ability to affect legislation and promote the interests of women. 

The leadership role that the Federation has played in advocating for greater Party 

attention to domestic violence would seem to indicate some degree of 'proactive 

independence'. The A C W F has been able to bring the issue of domestic abuse to the 

attention of the Party, an area that was not a primary concern. Of course, it is impossible 

5 1 Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter, Personal Voices: Chinese Women in the 1980s, pg. 273. 
5 2 Ibid, pg. 273. 
5 3 Al l -China Women's Federation, Fight Against Domestic Violence Emphasized in Law, pg. 2. 
5 4 Ibid, pg. 2. 
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to measure how much influence the A C W F has over C C P policy-making, the issue of 

domestic violence illustrates that the Federation is becoming more responsive to the needs 

of women and drawing both public attention and governmental support.55 Currently, the 

Federation is continuing to publicize and demand media attention for abused women and 

they have also helped to develop the Women's Media Watch Network to monitor the 

media with a gender perspective. Female journalists from the Federation published 

newspaper, Women's News (Zhongguo FunuBao) saw the establishment of a women's 

media organization as a means to "turn personal discontent with the state of affairs into 

collective, progressive action for change."5 6 Presently, there are over forty-nine women's 

newspapers, magazines and other publications that the A C W F and other women's 

organizations are using as a forum to present information about women's rights and to 

reveal cases of mistreatment and the limitations of current policies and laws. 5 7 Yihong 

Jin convincingly argued that the Federation has more influence and power to "speak up in 

government and Party institutions, to hold dialogues with upper level Party 

committees."58 Its ability to influence policy is directly related to the "government's 

promises to women's development and to growing influences of women's organizations 

in society... and its growing skills as a negotiator with decision making bodies." 5 9 

Female infanticide, sexual harassment, and the kidnapping/sale of women are also 

issues that the Federation has been concerned with. There have been widely publicized 

cases of women abducted and sold as brides and evidence that these incidences are rising 

5 5 Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter, Personal Voices: Chinese Women in the 1980s, pg. 297-298; Jude 
Howell, The Struggle for Survival: Prospects for the Women's Federation in Post-Mao China, pg. 132. 
5 6 Yip ing Cai, Yuan Feng, and Yanqiu Guo,The Women's Media Watch Network, pg. 209. 
5 7 Naihua Zhang, Searching for 'Authentic' NGOs: The N G O Discourse and Women's Organizations in  
China, pg. 167. 
5 8 Yihong Jin, The All-China Women's Federation: Challenges and Trends, pg. 125. 
5 9 Ibid, pg. 125. 
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due to a 'shortage' of women and the high costs of marriage. Sexual harassment has 

also garnered attention from the media, in particular, the case of Tang Shengli a waitress 

in Sichuan province who jumped from a building to protest her employer's demands that 

she become a prostitute. Perpetrators of sexual harassment, rape, and the kidnapping of 

women have been sentenced to prison and in more serious cases where there are multiple 

victims, the death penalty has been applied. For the CCP, they have been actively 

(somewhat belatedly in the case of female infanticide) enacting laws such as the New 

Marriage Law of 1982, and the 1992 Women's Law prohibiting these practises and 

punishing offenders. In tandem with the CCP, the Women's Federation has played a role 

in educating the public of the laws protecting infant girls and their mothers, enhancing 

public and media attention to incidences of sexual harassment and rape, the kidnapping of 

women, and investigating reports of abuse. 

In particular, A C W F representatives, especially in poor, rural areas have 

investigated and compiled evidence of female infanticide to support more explicit 

legislation and penalties. The government has sponsored education and awareness 

campaigns to enhance the rights of women and prevent the discrimination of female 

infants and their mothers. The Federation has conducted educational campaigns, 

provided legal services and it has also entered the realm of punishing individuals guilty of 

violating the rights of women or children. It has imposed fines and other penalties to 

guilty parties.61 Without a doubt, the Party has been concerned with these social problems 

and has passed several laws prohibiting these practises. In considering the activities of the 

6 0 Hong Kong A F P , "Severe Punishment for Human Smuggling," FBIS-CHI-94-044, pg. 25; Si Liang, 
"Article on Recent Increase in Kidnapping Cases," FBIS-CHI-94-107, pg. 20. 
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Federation and their participation in implementing government policies, I would suggest 

that it is an indication of another form of 'independence' for the A C W F . This is a 

'reactive form of independence' because the Federation is responding to the situation 

within the confines of the Party's agenda by applying existing laws and using the policy 

framework to protect the rights of women and children. They have not attempted to 

expand the Party agenda, for example, they have not suggested that the CCP discontinue 

their One-Child policy to protect infant girls and end female infanticide. 

The ability of the A C W F to meet the needs of women is a complicated issue. On 

the one hand, it is the only national women's organization where its leaders often also 

occupies positions in C C P institutions/committees so it has a stronger position than other 

women's groups to draw the attention of decision makers. Chen Muhua, for example, was 

the President of the A C W F (1993-1998) and also an alternate member of the Poltiburo 

and a full member of the Central Committee. Yet, my research in Tianjin indicates that 

there is the growing perception that the Federation has a negligible impact on the lives 

women. 6 2 Many of the interviews that I conducted, revealed the assumption that the 

A C W F is a mass association that was relevant to the liberation of women in the early 

years of the establishment of the People's Republic. The Federation was considered a 

government organization for women and thus, not truly responsive to the needs of 

women. There was also a belief that non-Federation organizations were a more important 

force in the lives of the women I interviewed. They were seen as new and innovative. 

6 1 Imposing penalties is possible only in cities that have adopted local regulations that protect women and 
children's rights. Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter, Personal Voices: Chinese Women in the 1980s, pg. 
319. 
6 2 Elisabeth Croll , The Changing Identities of Chinese Women, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 
1995; Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter, Personal Voices: Chinese Women in the 1980s, pg. 318-319; Jude 
Howell, The Struggle for Survival: Prospects for the Women's Federation in Post-Mao China, pg. 131-
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Yet, there is also substantial research that suggests that the A C W F has close connections 

to local communities and their immense local base of activists at the grass-roots level is a 

significant asset to any women's projects. In this regard, the Federation is considered to 

be a unique organization that distinguishes it from not only other Chinese women's 

groups but also from women's organizations in the world. As a result, the Federation is 

considered to be extremely effective and often described as 'having legs' (you tui). It is 

considered to be an essential partner in any international or domestic projects directed at 

women in the local levels. Consequently, the Federation is seen in a mixed light, it has 

strong ties to the state but it is also a changing organization that is attempting to meet the 

needs of women. Therein lies the problematic ambiguity. If the Federation is neither a 

government organization, nor a non-governmental organizations with a bottom-up power 

structure whose agenda is guided by its membership, what is the relevance of the mass 

line to the A C W F ? 

What is the Relevance of Mass Line Theory? 

Earlier in this Chapter, I suggested that it should be considered as an association 

with both N G O and GO characteristics. Consequently, the relevance of mass line for the 

Federation would seem to be diminishing in importance. Despite the fact that the 

Federation is still identified by the CCP as a mass association, its duties contradict this 

classification. Its roles and function in society has increased beyond simply implementing 

mass line initiatives. 6 4 The establishment of independent women's groups that are 

132; Gordon White, Jude Howell, and Shang Yiaoyuan (eds.), Urban Women and the Women's Federation, 
pg. 82-83. 
6 3 Gordon White, Jude Howell, and Shang Yiaoyuan (eds.), Urban Women and the Women's Federation, 
pg. 86-87; Naihua Zhang, Searching for 'Authentic' NGOs: The N G O Discourse and Women's  
Organizations in China, pg. 163. 
6 4 This does not mean that the Federation no longer implements the Party's central directives. It continues to 
promote the laws and programs that the C C P implements on behalf of women. However, its primary 
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structurally distinct from the CCP are competing with the Federation for the attention of 

women. Consequently, it has pressured the Federation to become more responsive to the 

needs of women. In this respect, the interests of women should be better represented by 

the A C W F . The Federation has also sought organizational ties with these groups to share 

knowledge, resources, and even develop joint projects.65 As a result, the mass line is not 

singularly defining the agenda of the Women's Federation. Likewise, the relationship 

between the Party and the masses has become somewhat more removed and the A C W F 

can no longer be considered just as a mass association that links the Party and the masses. 

Future of the All-China Women's Federation: New Social Movement? 

The Federation's relevance as a mass organization is in a state of decline. But can 

it be considered a social movement? Market reforms and the general weakening of the 

state's vertical control over individuals and organizations would seem to lend itself to the 

application of social movement (SM) theory. It is difficult to apply S M theory to the 

development of the A C W F as chapter four illustrated. Similarly, the present situation of 

the Federation would seem to also limit the utility of social movement theories. It is 

useful, however, as a tool to analyze the development of the new women's organizations 

and may be a useful tool to predict the future development of the Federation. 

The classical model highlights a possible contributing factor in the development 

of women's organizations, the introduction of major economic reforms. These reforms 

invigorated the economy but created an environment where there was a rapid increase in 

function of mobilizing women to support state initiatives is not as important. It is worthwhile to note, that 
Yihong Jin discovered that the grass-roots administrative levels of the Federation (for example: the village 
or township levels) adheres more closely to the demands of the local Party official(s) than the Provincial or 
other higher levels of the Federation. She considers this development as a general weakening of the 
A C W F ' s hierarchical control (pg. 128-129). For further information please refer to Yihong Jin, The A l l - 
China Women's Federation: Challenges and Trends, pg. 123-139. 
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the unemployment of women, increasing income disparities, and in the late 1980's there 

was rampant inflation. According to the classical model it was not surprising to see the 

development of women's groups in the 1980s. They were a natural outgrowth of the 

uncertainty caused by the momentous economic changes that China was implementing. 

This theory would have predicted the continual development of women's organizations 

during the founding of the PRC because there were significant changes in the social 

organization and in the political structure. But all the formerly independent women's 

organizations became completely subordinate to the Women's Federation by 1957. The 

classical model does not present useful information regarding the Federation's future 

development because of its focus on individual discontent and his/her corresponding 

participation in protest organizations. The Federation's membership is not open to 

individuals and so it does not lend itself to the application of the classical theory.6 6 

The resource mobilization (RM) theory suggest that financial and human 

resources are the main predictors for the creation and sustained existence of social 

movements. Without these resources, protest organizations would not exist. In the case of 

women's groups in China, R M theory contributes to the explanation of the escalating 

number of women's associations. These women's groups have an increasing membership 

base from which they can draw diverse skills from but these organizations are also 

actively soliciting funding from international and domestic sources. Some of the 

women's organizations receive funding from international agencies such as the Ford 

Naihua Zhang, The All-China Women's Federation: Chinese Women and the Women's Movement 1949-
1993, pg. 617. 

6 6 The Federation has been experimenting with allowing individuals to seek membership into the A C W F 
but this has only occurred at the local level. 
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Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, U N I C E F and many others. They also actively 

seek out funding from local sources such as industrial enterprises. Zhijing Baoye Limited, 

for example, gave the Nanfang Family Violence Protection Centre $60,000 (renminbi) for 

the start up costs for the first women's shelter in Shanghai.6 8 Financial funding, both 

domestic and international sources have only been possible sources of finance in the last 

decade, and likely is an important contributing factor to the sustained existence of 

women's associations. 

The Process Process (PP) Model reveals additional factors that contributed to the 

development of the proliferation of women's organizations in China. There was a 

significant change in the political opportunity structure. The existence of women's 

organizations were strictly regulated by the CCP but in the 1980s, there was a relaxation 

of state control over society and this encouraged the creation of non-Federation women's 

groups. Thus, the bargaining position of women's groups became stronger. However, 

the PP model stresses the peripheral position of protest organizations and their use of 

violence/coercion to promote their agenda. In the case of non-Federation women's 

associations, this has not occurred. They are neither confrontational nor do they attempt 

to disrupt societal order. Moreover, these groups do not seriously challenge the legitimacy 

of the government. Instead, these women's groups tend to work within the existing 

political structure to provide additional information, services, and at times reveal the 

inadequacies of the current government programs/policies to advocate for change. 

The resource mobilization and political processes models may be useful in the 

examination of the future development of the Federation. Presently, the political process 

6 7 Xinhua News Agency, "American Institution Kicks off Project Aiding Chinese Women," FBIS-CHI- 
2002-0308. 
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model has limited significance because of the organizational links between the Federation 

and the state. Yet, the strength of these ties are decreasing and according to China 

researchers such as Anita Chan, the corporatist structure wil l likely continue to evolve 

and the relationship between the Federation and the CCP wil l become less bureaucratic 

and I believe, wi l l result in the continual decline of state control. The PP model suggests 

that any changes in the decision-making bodies has a direct impact on the future 

development of the Federation. If the political opportunity structure continues to weaken 

it wi l l further enhance the A C W F ' s bargaining position and they may be able to better 

meet the needs of women. However, this model would also suggest that with these 

changes to the political opportunity structure, the A C W F wi l l become more disruptive 

and use non-institutional methods such as coercion to advance their interests. The main 

hypothesis of this theory posits that 'interest groups' such as women's organizations are 

peripheral and marginal actors in the political process. However, this has not been the 

case for the A C W F . It has had a strong organizational relationship with the political and 

administrative structures and has not been a marginal actor. The liberation of women has 

remained a relatively high priority for the C C P and this may mitigate the Federation's 

activities and limit actions that disrupt social order. As a result, the political process 

model has limited value in understanding the evolving function of the A C W F . 

There is increasing pressure for the Federation to find alternative sources of 

funding. In addition, the CCP is encouraging the Federation to form financial 

partnerships and even to operate industrial and commercial enterprises.69 The Party is 

consistently directing the Federation to become more financially independent and find 

Editorial, "In Sign of Times, Shanghai Aids Battered Women," New York Times. May 03, 1996, pg. A 5 . 
Ibid, pg. 625. 
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"multiple channels of finance." This has potentially far-reaching implications. The 

resource mobilization model would suggest that with greater financial independence from 

the Party, the Federation wil l have a stronger bargaining position with government 

committees. In addition, the Federation should be more responsive to the needs of 

women and not limited solely to the issues that the Party has designated as important. 

This has already been occurring. The Federation is addressing problems such as violence 

against women and targeting domestic violence. These issues are of great concern to 

women and to many women's groups as illustrated by their attempts to provide 

information, services, and even shelter for women in abusive relationships. The R M and 

PP model presents interesting interpretations for the potential future development of the 

Women's Federation. If the A C W F continues to solicit and receive funding from non

government sources, and i f the state's vertical control structure continues to decline, these 

theories would suggest that the Federation may become a more responsive protest 

organization. Similarly, i f external sources of financial and human resources continue to 

be available and i f the state-society relations does not revert back to the vertical control 

structure of the pre-reform period, there wil l likely be a continual expansion of non-

Federation women's organizations. 

Overall, the ability of the Federation to address the needs of women has been 

balanced by its relationship with the CCP and by the demands of new women's 

organizations. The Women's Federation has been in the unenviable situation where it has 

been forced to adapt to a rapidly changing political and economic environment. It has 

evolved out of historical and social conditions that were unique to China. The Federation 

was created out of multiple women's groups with its agenda primarily determined by the 

C C P and the mass line, later it was disbanded, and then it was asked to play a new role in 
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the liberation of women in the reform era. The opening of 'spaces' in society and the 

emergence of women's groups are forcing the Federation to again redefine itself. There is 

both respect and criticisms for the Women's Federation. The continual changes in the 

function and how the Federation positions itself in the promotion of women's interests 

wi l l become an even more important issue in the future and in the evaluation of the 

relevance of the A C W F for the promotion of gender equality. In conclusion, the complex 

relationships of the A C W F and the emerging new realities of women's organizations in 

China illustrates the complicated and at times the convoluted path of Chinese women's 

liberation. 
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis argues that the Women's Federation is a transitional organization 

capable of transforming itself to better meet the needs of women. Its autonomy has been 

hampered by the on-going constraints of mass line and democratic centralism, which 

continues to be a limitation in the current climate of economic reforms. Nevertheless, the 

A C W F has carved out a new organizational niche as a quasi-NGO. The Federation 

operates from an interesting position, it has greater access to the decision making bodies 

than their counterparts in liberal democracies and yet, it does not have complete 

independence over its activities. This intermediary position is useful to persuade the 

Party to include new issues and areas of concern to the agenda. For example, the 

Federation is actively promoting issues such as domestic violence, which has resulted in 

the elevation of this issue in the Party agenda. The Federation has also used the media to 

increase public awareness of problems such as sexual harassment. The exploitation of 

women has gained greater government and judicial attention. 

The evolution of the women's movement and the pursuit of greater gender 

equality in China are more complex and dynamic than the current body of scholarly 

literature gives it credit for. Moreover, there has been a strong Western, liberal influence 

in defining what is an 'authentic' interest group and what are 'legitimate' social 

movements. Consequently, the overwhelming perception is that protest movements do not 

exist in non-liberal democratic countries. Certainly, the degree of Party control is 

extremely significant but in a socialist or one party system, it is unrealistic to expect 

organizations such as the A C W F to be completely free from the influence and control of 

the state. The legitimacy of a protest group should also take into consideration the 
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political environment and the effectiveness of the organization to advance the interests of 

its membership. After the founding of the People's Republic China, for example, the 

women's movement needed to enhance its ties to the Party in order to pursue the interests 

of women. By co-operating with the CCP ' s demands for the consolidation of women's 

organizations they were able to (at least in a limited way) continue their work and 

promote greater gender equality. Perhaps, the concepts of interest groups and social 

movements should be more flexible. I am not suggesting that the A C W F has the same 

degree of autonomy as its counterparts in developed countries. However, what I am 

suggesting is that the Federation be considered a legitimate interest organization because 

of its continual support of women's rights and interests. 

How women have mobilized to promote gender equality and end discrimination is 

the central theme of this thesis. Obviously, the Women's Federation has played an 

integral role in the protection of women's concerns in contemporary China. This study 

gave a new perspective on the origins and development of the women's movement. It 

had elements of traditional protest behaviour and grass-roots origins that culminated in 

the establishment of independent women's groups during the May Fourth Era. The 

application of social movement theories revealed that there were multiple factors that 

contributed to the Taiping Rebellion and women's involvement in the May Fourth 

protests. Despite the fact that its independence was short lived, the early history of the 

women's movement was important and continues to affect current feminist organizations. 

The women's movement has participated and organized itself within larger revolutionary 

movements. More importantly, Chinese feminists have a history of subordinating their 

interests for broader revolutionary goals. This helps to explain the willingness of the 

A C W F to maintain close ties with the CCP and selectively assert their autonomy. 
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The creation of the A C W F was a decisive change in the promotion of gender 

based interests and the mobilization of women. The Women's Federation became the 

defining symbol for the liberation of women. Yet, academic interest focused primarily on 

four subject areas; women and the revolution, the status of women, the impact of 

government policies, and the effect of laws such as the 1950 Marriage Law. The 

Federation's close ties with the Communist Party has been considered a weakness of the 

A C W F . However, this relationship is changing and there may be a lessening of Party 

control over the Federation and this possibility has heightened academic interest. 

The vertical control of the C C P over society through the work unit system and 

mass organizations has substantially decreased in the market reform era. These reforms 

are transforming state and society relations, as well as providing an opportunity for the 

emergence of a civil society and increased activism. In addition, there is a growing 

number of non-Federation women's groups that have fewer organizational ties with the 

Party. They provide an important service, supplementing existing programs and social 

services. It is difficult to precisely measure the impact of these new associations and 

women's organizations. The existence and the proliferation of such groups, I believe, is a 

substantial change in the decentralization of Party power and some scholars theorize that 

they are evidence of the emergence of a civil society in China. 1 

These new women's groups and the internationalization of China has encouraged 

the Federation to develop horizontal links to domestic and international organizations. It 

has exposed the A C W F to new ideas, new tactics to promote women's interests and 

activism, and offered the Federation a new perspective on its role in preserving women's 

1 Jude Howell, Bingyao Sun, Ying Wang, Gordon White, and Xiaoye Zhe, Market Reforms and Civ i l  
Society: A Chinese Case Study, pg. 1-20. 
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rights. In addition, the CCP ' s encouragement of the A C W F to become more financially 

independent, to seek out external sources of funding and even to manage industrial and 

commercial enterprises wil l also affect how it develops. If they are no longer solely 

financially dependent on the Party, this may strengthen the power of the Federation and 

decrease the influence of the CCP. 

Presumably, i f the Party continues to allow the existence and further development 

of women's groups and i f the A C W F is able to adjust to the changing environment, the 

interests of women should be better served. Similarly, women wil l have more 

opportunities to participate in interest groups and this wil l likely enhance female activism. 

There is increasing evidence of resistance and social activism in areas and activities that 

were previously circumscribed by the party-state. In particular, there is a greater 

awareness and use of the 'rights framework'. Ordinary citizens are more cognizant of 

their legal rights and are more likely to use the legal system to protect their interests than 

they were twenty years ago. This is an area that the Women's Federation wil l need to 

explore to enhance the protection and articulation of the interests of women. The future of 

the All-China Women's Federation is unclear. There are many obstacles and uncertainties 

in its path. The continuation of market reforms, the presence of non-Federation women's 

groups, and the possibility of political liberalization with the further development of a 

civil society wi l l all affect the position, strength, structure, and the legitimacy of the 

Federation. In conclusion, "the women's movement in China has been and is a 

continuing movement," to use the apt and memorable words of Elisabeth Croll. 

2 Elisabeth Croll , "Feminism and Socialism in China," p. 331. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Law Protecting Women's Rights, Interests 
OW0904232792 Beijing XINHUA Domestic Service 
in Chinese 0414 GMT 7 Apr 91 

[PRC Law Protecting Women's Rights and Interests, 
approved on 3 April by the Fifth Session of the Seventh 
National People's Congress] 

[Text] Beijing, 7 Apr (XINHUA)—The People's 
Republic of China's Law Protecting Women's Rights 
and Interests, approved on 3 April 1992 by the Fifth 
Annual Session of the Seventh National People's Con
gress [NPC] 

Chapter I. General Principles 

Article 1. In light of the Constitution and China's actual 
conditions, this law is enacted to safeguard women's 
legitimate rights and interests, to promote eaualitv 
between men and women, and to enable women to play 
an active role in socialist modernization. 

Article 2. Women enjoy the same rights as men in 
political, economic, cultural, social, and family life. 

The state protects women's special rights and interests 
granted by law and gradually perfects a social protection 
system for women. 

Discriminating against, abusing, or injuring women is 
prohibited. 

Article 3. Protecting women's legitimate rights and inter
ests is a responsibility shared by the whole society. State 
organs, social organizations, enterprises, and institu
tions, as well as autonomous mass organizations at the 
grass-roots levels in urban and rural areas, should protect 
women's rights and interests in accordance with this law 
and other related laws. 

The state should adopt effective measures to provide 
essential conditions whereby women may exercise their 
rights in accordance with the law. 

Article 4. The State Council and the people's govern
ments at the provincial, autonomous regional, or munic
ipal levels should take organizational measures to coor
dinate efforts among pertinent departments to protect 
women's rights and interests. The specific organs in 
charge of this work will be decided by the State Council 
and the people's governments at the provincial, autono
mous regional, or municipal level. 

Article 5. Representing and safeguarding the interests of 
women of all ethnic origins and from all walks of life, the 
All-China Women's Federation, as well as all levels of 
women's federations, should protect women's rights and 
interests. 

Trade unions and Communist Youth Leagues should do 
everything possible within their powers to help protect 
women's rights and interests. 

Article 6. The state should encourage women to have 
respect and confidence in themselves, to stand on their 
own feet, to improve themselves, and to defend their 
own legitimate rights and interests with the help of laws 
and regulations. 

Women should observe state laws, respect social ethics, 
and fulfill obligations prescribed by law. 

Article 7. All levels of people's governments and perti
nent departments should commend and reward those 
organizations and individuals that have distinguished 
themselves in protecting women's legitimate rights and 
interests. 

Chapter II. Political Rights 

Article 8. The state ensures that women enjoy the same 
political rights as men. 

Source: Xinhua Domestic Service, "Law Protecting Women's Rights and Interests." FBIS-CHI- 
92- 072-S. pg. 17-20. 
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Article 9. Women may manage state affairs, economic or 
cultural undertakings, and social affairs through various 
ways and in various forms. 

Article 10. Women enjoy the same right as men to vote 
and to stand for election. 

The National People's Congress and all levels of local 
people's congress should have adequate numbers of 
women deputies, and should gradually raise the ratios of 
women deputies in them. 

Article 11. The state should actively cultivate and pro
mote women cadres. 

State organs, social organizations, enterprises, and insti
tutions should observe the principle of equality between 
men and women when appointing cadres. They should 
pay attention to training and selecting women cadres for 
leading positions. 

The state should pay attention to training and promoting 
women cadres from ethnic minority groups. 

Article 12. All levels of women's federations and their 
members may recommend women cadres to state 
organs, social organizations, enterprises, and institu
tions. 

Article 13. Pertinent departments should listen to and 
accept criticisms or reasonable suggestions concerning 
the protection of women's rights and interests. In addi
tion, they should investigate and handle any complaints 
about or exposure of the violation of women's rights and 
interests. No organization or individual should try to 
suppress, attack, or retaliate against those who make the 
complaint or exposure. 

Chapter III. Cultural and Educational Rights and 
Interests 

Article 14. The state ensures that women enjoy the same 
right as men to education. 

Article 15. Abiding by relevant state regulations, schools 
and pertinent departments should ensure that females 
and males are treated equally when it comes to starting 
school, progressing from a lower-level school to a higher 
one, assigning jobs on graduation, awarding academic 
degrees, and selecting people for overseas study. 

Article 16. In light of female teenagers' differences, 
schools should take appropriate measures regarding edu
cation, management, and facilities to ensure healthy 
mental and physical development for them. 

Article 17. Parents or other guardians are obligated to 
ensure that female children or juveniles receive compul
sory education. 

Parents or other guardians who fail to send school-age 
female children or juveniles to school will be educated 
through criticism by local people's governments unless 
the former have granted permission for those school-age 

I female children or juveniles with disease or other special 

conditions. In addition, local people's governments will 
take effective measures to make those parents or guard
ians comply. 

In light of the practical difficulties faced by school-age 
female children or juveniles, the government, society, 
and schools should take effective steps to ensure that 
they receive compulsory education for the duration set 
locally. 

Article 18. In keeping with regulations, all levels of 
people's government should incorporate work to fight 
illiteracy and semi-illiteracy among women into their 
anti-illiteracy plans and continuing education programs. 
They should adopt organizational forms and work 
methods befitting women's peculiarities, and oversee 
pertinent departments in their implementation. 

Article 19. All levels of people's governments and perti
nent departments should take steps to organize women 
to undergo vocational education and skills training. 

Article 20. Abiding by pertinent state regulations, state 
organs, social organizations, enterprises, and institutions 
should ensure that women enjoy the same rights as men 
when engaging in scientific and technological, literary, 
artistic, and other cultural activities. 

Chapter IV. Right to Work 

Article 21. The state ensures that women and men enjoy 
the same right to work. 

Article 22. Except for certain work categories or posi
tions that are unfit for women, no unit should refuse to 
hire women, or set a higher threshold for hiring women 
on the sheer basis of sex. 

Hiring female workers under 16 years of age is prohib
ited. 

Article 23. Men and women should enjoy equal pay for 
equal work. 

Men and women are treated equally when it comes to 
housing assignments, material benefits, and remunera
tion. 

Article 24. The principle of equality between men and 
women should be upheld and no discrimination against 
women is allowed when it comes to promoting a higher 
position or grade and assessing special skills or duties. 

Article 25. In light of women's differences, all units 
should protect women's safety and health at work in 
accordance with the law, and should not assign women 
any work or labor that is unsuitable for them. 

Women should be given special protection during men
struation, pregnancy, puerpcrium, and lactation. 

Article 26. No unit is allowed to dismiss female workers 
or unilaterally terminate a labor contract on the grounds 
of marriage, pregnancy, maternity leave, or lactation. 
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Article 27. The state should develop social insurance, 
social relief, and medicare systems to provide material 
assistance for old, sick, or disabled women. 

Chapter V. Property Rights 

Article 28. The state protects the property rights which 
women enjoy equally with men. 

Article 29. Women's legal rights to common property of 
marriage and family brook no infringement. 

Article 30. Women enjoy equal rights with men to farm 
responsibility fields and fields for growing grain rations 
in rural areas and to obtain land for housing construc
tion. These legal rights of women brook no infringement. 

A woman's responsibility fields, fields for growing grain 
rations, and land for housing construction remain pro
tected after she gets married or divorced. 

Article 31. The equal property inheritance right with 
men enjoyed by women is protected by law. Women 
shall not be discriminated against in the proper order of 
legal inheritance. 

Widowed women have the right to dispose of their 
inherited property, and no one is permitted to interfere 
with the disposal. 

Article 32. Widowed women who performed the major 
obligation in providing for their father-in-law and/or 
mother-in-law shall be the first in line in the latter's legal 
heirs, and their right of inheritance is not affected by the 
right of inheritance of the latter's sons and daughters. 

Chapter VI. Rights of the Person 

Article 33. The state protects the rights of the person, 
which women enjoy equally with men. 

Article 34. Women's rights of the person brook no 
infringement. It is prohibited to detain women unlaw
fully, or use other unlawful means to deprive them of or 
restrict their freedom of person. It is prohibited to make 
an unlawful body search of a woman. 

Article 35. Women's rights to life and health brook no 
infringement. It is prohibited to drown, forsake, or 
cruelly injure or kill baby girls. It is prohibited to 
discriminate against or abuse women who give birth to 
baby girls or bear no children. It is prohibited to cruelly 
injure or kill women by superstitious or violent means. It 
is prohibited to abuse or forsake elderly women. 

Article 36. It is prohibited to abduct and sell or kidnap 
women. It is prohibited to buy abducted or kidnapped 
women. 

People's governments and departments concerned must 
adopt prompt measures to rescue abducted, sold, or 
kidnapped women. After abducted, sold, or kidnapped 
women are retuned to their hometowns, no one shall 

discriminate against them, and local governments and 
departments concerned should do a good job in helping 
them resume normal lives. 

Article 37. Both working as a prostitute or visiting 
prostitutes are prohibited. 

It is prohibited to organize, coerce, lure, keep, or intro
duce women to work as prostitutes, or hire or keep 
women to engage in obscene activities with others. 

Article 38. Women's rights regarding taking of pictures 
are protected by law. Without a woman's consent, it is 
prohibited to use her portrait in an advertisement, 
trademark, exhibition, book, or journal for the purpose 
of making profits. 

Article 39. A woman's reputation and human dignity are 
protected by law. It is prohibited to hurt a woman's 
reputation or human dignity by means of insult, slander, 
or revelation of privacy. 

Chapter VII. Marriage and Family Rights 

Article 40. The state protects marriage and family rights, 
which women enjoy equally with men. 

Article 41. The state protects a woman's right to marry 
the partner of her choice. It is prohibited to interfere 
with women's freedom in marriage or divorce. 

Article 42. If a woman has birth control surgery to meet 
family planning demands, her spouse shall not ask for a 
divorce within six months of the surgery; this rule is 
inapplicable if she asks for a divorce or if the people's 
court deems it necessary to accept her spouse's divorce 
request. 

Article 43. Women enjoy equal rights with their spouses 
in the possession, use, proceeds, and disposal of the 
common property legally shared by both. The right is not 
affected by the income status of wives and husbands. 

Article 44. The state protects divorced women's owner
ship of housing. 

At the time of divorce, husband and wife shall divide 
their jointly-owned house in accordance with their agree
ment. If they fail to reach an agreement, the people's 
court shall pass judgment in accordance with the prin
ciple of giving favorable consideration to the rights and 
interests of the wife and children. This rule is inappli
cable if husband and wife have other agreements. 

At the time of divorce, the wife's housing problem 
should be solved through consultation with the husband 
in accordance with the principle of giving favorable 
consideration to the rights and interests of the wife and 
children, if husband and wife live in a jointly rented 
house. 

At the time of divorce, the husband should do all he can 
to help the wife solve her housing problem, if they 
currently live in a house provided by the husband's 
organization. 
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Article 45. Both parents enjoy equal guardianship over 
their minor children. 

If the father cannot serve as the guardian of minor 
children because of death, incapacity, or other reasons, 
no one else shall interfere with the mother's guardian
ship. 

Article 46. In dealing with the question of rearing 
children at the time of divorce, favorable consideration 
should be given to the wife's reasonable demands and to 
the rights and interests of the children if she has lost 
child-bearing ability because of sterilization or other 
reasons. 

Article 47. Women have the right to bear children in 
accordance with relevant provisions of the state. They 
also have the freedom of choosing not to bear children. 

Husband and wife of child-bearing age should practice 
family planning in accordance with relevant provisions 
of the state. The departments concerned should provide 
them with safe and effective contraceptive medicine, 
instruments, and techniques as well as protect the health 
and safety of the women having birth control surgery. 

Chapter VIII. Legal Responsibility 

Article 48. When their lawful rights and interests are 
infringed upon by others, women have the right to 
request the departments concerned to help remedy the 
infringement, or to take legal proceedings with the peo
ple's court. 

When their lawful rights and interests are infringed upon 
by others, women may seek assistance from women's 
organizations. Women's organizations should request 
the departments or organizations concerned to investi
gate and handle the cases and protect the rights and 
interests of the women. 

Article 49. With respect to punishment regarding the 
infringement of women's rights and interests in violation 
of this law, other laws and regulations are applicable if 
they contain the appropriate punishment provisions. 

Article 50. An organization or higher-level authorities 
should demand a correction, and may take administra
tive disciplinary action against the persons to blame for 
any of the following violations of women's lawful rights 
and interests: 

( 1 ) refusing to accept or suppressing complaints, accusa
tions, or reports on violation of women's rights and 
interests, and stalling the investigation; 

(2) refusing to hire women according to law and regula
tions, or raising the hiring standards for women; 

(3) violating the principle of equality between men and 
women, and infringing upon women's lawful rights and 
interests in promotions and in awarding specialized job 
titles; 

(4) firing women workers on the grounds of marriage, 
pregnancy, maternity leave, or nursing of babies; 

(5) violating the principle of equality between men and 
women, and infringing upon women's lawful rights and 
interests in allocating responsibility fields, fields for 
growing grain rations, or land for housing construction; 
and 

(6) violating the principle of equality between men and 
women, and infringing upon women's lawful rights and 
interests in schooling, placement of graduates, awarding 
of academic degrees, and sending of students to study 
abroad. 

If a state functionary makes reprisals against any com
plaints, accusations, or reports on violation of women's 
rights and interests, his organization or the higher-level 
authorities should demand that he mend his ways, and 
may take administrative disciplinary action against him. 
If the reprisal is criminal, he shall be dealt with in 
accordance with Article 146 of the Criminal Law. 

Article 51. Whoever hires or keeps women to engage in 
obscene activities with others shall be dealt with in 
accordance with the provisions of Article 19 of the 
Regulations Governing Offenses Against Public Order. 
If the offense is serious and criminal, the offenders shall 
be dealt with in accordance with Article 160 of the 
Criminal Law. 

Article 52. Whoever infringes upon women's lawful 
rights and interests and has caused property or other 
losses to women should compensate for the losses or bear 
other civil responsibility according to law. 

Chapter IX. Supplementary Articles 

Article 53. The departments concerned under the State 
Council may formulate relevant regulations based on 
this law and may submit them to the State Council for 
approval, promulgation, and implementation. 

The standing committees of provincial, autonomous 
regional, and municipal people's congresses may formu
late implementation procedures based on this law. 

The people's congresses of autonomous areas of minority 
nationalities may make appropriate adaptations or for
mulate supplementary provisions based on the princi
ples of this law in light of the situation of local women of 
minority nationalities. The provisions of autonomous 
regions shall be submitted to the NPC Standing Com
mittee for the record. The provisions of autonomous 
prefectures and autonomous counties shall be submitted 
to provincial or autonomous regional people's congress 
standing committees for approval, and then submitted to 
the NPC Standing Committee for the record. 

Article 54. This law shall go into effect on 1 October 
1992. Appendix: 




